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“Our ultimate objective is, of course, the assimilation of Aboriginal
Australians as fully effective members of a single Australian society”.
John Gorton

“Aboriginal Rights was seen as a subversive movement, a movement
subjectively in the interests of Soviet world domination”.
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history of the Aboriginal struggle”.
Gary Foley

“Dare to struggle, dare to win”.
Chicka Dixon
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Abstract
The research path taken in this thesis follows a number of separate yet
overlapping topics. Critically I have sought to re-examine the 1972
Aboriginal Tent Embassy as a media phenomenon. This leads me to
address the question: to what extent did the creation of the Embassy
protest as a media event influence the outcomes?
I examine the Aboriginal Embassy as a historic event shaped by the US
Black Power movement with its emphasis on urban self-help programs
free of ‘white’ influence. The Embassy protest was also forged around
the Aboriginal Land Rights movement originating in non-urban areas,
especially in the Northern Territory. These influences, and others, helped
create a turning point in the history of the Aboriginal struggle.
This thesis also investigates the role of government agencies - ASIO in
particular - in carrying out covert surveillance of Aboriginal
organisations and individuals. The information gathered was used
undermine and discredit legitimate protest actions. This is revealed
through files released by the National Archives of Australia.
The radio feature and short film form part of a methodology grounded
in practical media work. The radio program is based around the story
of Chicka Dixon – who is central not just to the Aboriginal Embassy, but
to decades of political activism. The short film covers the experience of
the Aboriginal Embassy from the perspective of student activist turned
newspaper editor, Jack Waterford.
This dissertation reflects on the author’s journey as a student of film
negotiating various tasks from researching to filming, editing and
seeking institutional support for film development. It summarises and
assesses research carried out over a five-year period to present a fresh
perspective on one of Australia’s most important historical events.
The thesis accompanies a feature radio program (on CD) and a short
film (on DVD) made in my capacity as a journalist working in radio,
television and film. The radio program and short film were created as
part of the research process for the thesis and for a proposed feature
documentary film. The completion of the feature documentary is a
separate project; but its development informs the thesis.
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Usage/Terminology
I have primarily used the terms Aboriginal people, Aboriginal
community and Aboriginal Australians in line with common
contemporary usage. On occasions I have referred to Aborigines,
which I believe on some contexts is still acceptable.
Indigenous Australians is used in a more generic sense to refer to
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders.
In quotes or in paraphrasing comments accurately from the 1960s and
1970s I have used the term Aboriginals, aboriginals and aborigines. This
was in common usage at the time, but is no longer accepted usage.
I have used the terms Aboriginal Tent Embassy, Aboriginal Embassy and
Tent Embassy interchangeably. They all refer to the same thing.
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1.1 Introduction
A radio program accompanies this thesis on a CD and an unfinished short
film on a DVD. They should be listened to and viewed now, after reading
the Abstract and before starting Chapter One. Both are enclosed in a
sleeve at the back of the hard copy of the thesis, located in the University
of Wollongong Library. Both should be seen as part of development
towards a documentary feature or short film as a later, separate project.
The documentary is only a proposal at this stage.
When I arrived in the Illawarra in November 1998 to start working as a
journalist in the ABC’s Wollongong newsroom I chose to live at Bulli, close
to Sandon Point. I was drawn to this area partly as a surfer as the famous
break at Sandon Point was one of the few Wollongong locations well
known to me. After moving to Bulli, I quickly became interested in a
political struggle between sections of the local Indigenous community
supported by various resident’s groups and trade unions. They were
fighting against property developers who had won backing from the local
council and the state government to transform old industrial land at
Sandon Point laced with ancient Aboriginal artifacts, into a housing estate
for millionaires.
As I began to follow this cultural struggle over urban development on
Sydney’s coastal fringe, I became seduced by the symbol used to rally
supporters to protect unique Australian Aboriginal and European heritage.
That symbol was a makeshift encampment on the beach known as the
Sandon Point Aboriginal Tent Embassy (SPATE).
This thesis starts at Sandon Point located near my home north of
Wollongong. It then moves back in time to the spiritual source of SPATE,
the 1972 Canberra Aboriginal Tent Embassy and related events. This
includes the Black Power movement in the heart of Sydney’s Aboriginal
community in Redfern, the US Black Power movement and the Australian
land rights movement that grew out of the famous Wave Hill Walk Out.
In tracing the influences that gave rise to the ‘Tent Embassy’ as a seminal
form of protest, this thesis seeks to examine the role of news media. How
did the media frame events around the Embassy protests? In what way
did Tent Embassy organisers instigate protest events with media coverage
in mind? Should the vast amount and variety of media coverage
generated by the Embassy be viewed as a successful outcome? In what
way did the Tent Embassy campaign coincide with the emergence of an
Indigenous media arts industry in Australia?
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These questions will be addressed as part of an examination of news
coverage of the 1972 Tent Embassy. The findings will be used to make
wider observations about the historic role of the ‘Aboriginal Embassy’ as a
type of protest module, to be emulated by later political campaigns such
as the campaign at Sandon Point.
The thesis will also seek to investigate a little researched aspect of the
original Aboriginal Embassy. That is the extent to which covert government
surveillance was used to monitor, document and seek to influence
Embassy ‘activists’ viewed as a threat to Australian society. My thesis
argues that senior politicians in collusion instigated surveillance activities
and intelligence gathering operations with spy chiefs, during a period of
post-Cold War paranoia.
The views expressed in this thesis are unashamedly weighted in favour of
the Aboriginal Embassy campaign. It is not the intention to put forward
equally weighted counter points. This does not mean that I have let
ideology or beliefs get in the way of accuracy, as I have sought to ensure
all comments, quotes and information contained in this thesis and the
associated material is factually based.
Finally this thesis will discuss my development of a film documentary
proposal based around the subject of the Aboriginal Embassy as a target
of secret surveillance operations. As part of this film development process,
the thesis will discuss the radio program ‘Chicka Dixon and the Tent
Embassy’ and the unfinished short film ‘1972’.
1.2 Northern Territory Intervention
The issue that preoccupied me at the time I started to write this thesis in
2007 was the Northern Territory National Emergency Response, or Northern
Territory Intervention. I mention this as I believe the context of the present
always influences the way we view events of the past.
For me it was a case of history repeating itself, not having learnt from
countless previous parliamentary inquiries and royal commissions that
stressed the importance of adequate consultation over time. It appeared
to me to be like 1972 all over again, with a longstanding government
losing popularity in the polls suddenly dictating ‘radical’ reforms in one
area seemingly immune to the ‘short fix’ approach – Aboriginal Affairs.
On the 7th of August 2007 the Federal Government tabled in the House of
Representatives 500 pages of legislation concerning its emergency
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intervention plans. Copies were made available to the Opposition the
day before, and it passed through the lower house that day. It was later
passed in the Senate with Labor Party support and without amendment,
after a one day Senate hearing.
The Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaCSIA) at the time, Malcolm Brough defended the haste at which the
legislation was passed, declaring there was nothing new about the plan.
He said the legislation was just providing the legislative meat for policy
initiatives announced previously.
Many prominent Aboriginal leaders saw it differently. For instance, former
Northern Territory Labor MP John Ah Kit went to Canberra as part of a
delegation trying to stop the legislation. He saw it as an attempt to wind
back the clock by removing perpetual leases to Aboriginal land, thus
attacking inalienable freehold title held by Aboriginal people.
The Northern Territory Intervention when first introduced involved a
Commonwealth takeover of around 70 townships for five years in
exchange for ‘just compensation’ and the removal of the permit system.
The Intervention cost half a billion dollars in its first year and threw the
media spotlight back onto Aboriginal Affairs. Not since 1972 had there
been such a focus on Indigenous Australia in the media (with the
exception perhaps of 1988). In another parallel, not since 1972 had an
incumbent conservative Government lost an election so convincingly.
At the time of writing the new Gillard Labor Government is still grappling
with modifications to the NT Intervention program. This is despite
widespread calls for the strategy to be abandoned. Some of the more
unpopular measures have been wound back, and trials with welfare
rationing in Aboriginal communities across the Northern Territory have
been extended to selected non-Indigenous communities. However, the
most criticised measure – the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act
(1975) – remains in force.
The NT Intervention remains highly relevant as a modern day example of
how Australian politicians simply haven’t learnt from the mistakes of the
past when it comes to consulting on Indigenous policy.
1.3 Sandon Point Aboriginal Tent Embassy
As mentioned above, I first moved to the Illawarra in from the Mid North
Coast of NSW in November 1998 and landed at Bulli, the suburb adjacent
to Sandon Point. The timing of my arrival was significant in a number of
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ways.
Just two months previously, on the 17th of August 1998 Wollongong
experienced once of its worst storm events on record. The main access
road from Sydney, Mount Ousley road, received 445 millimeters of rain
over a 24-hour period, while the second major access point, at Bulli Pass,
received 410 millimeters. It was remarkable a storm of such ferocity only
took one life. Regardless, it still caused millions of dollars worth of damage
including flood damage to at least fifty homes and hundreds of cars.
The storm had a major impact on the sand dunes at McCauley’s Beach,
to the immediate north of Sandon Point. The coastal dunes were washed
away as normally tranquil creeks were transformed into small rivers and
monster waves battered the coastal dunes. The storm uncovered the
ancient burial site of a Kuradji, or Aboriginal ‘clever man’. The position of
the body and the artifacts he was buried with signify the importance of
the grave site.
Initially the remains were quietly documented and reburied resulting in
minimal publicity. But as conflict started to build over the sale of prime
beachfront land by Sydney Water to the developer Stockland, the
importance of the burial site took on added significance. In December
2000 the Sandon Point Aboriginal Tent Embassy was established and a
sacred fire initiated to protect the burial site from unwelcome incursions.
Though many different individuals have moved through the Sandon Point
Embassy over the years, its main spokesman Roy ‘Dootch’ Kennedy has
remained a constant. The Dharawal traditional owner has participated in
protest rallies, lived through several torchings of the Embassy, stormed
Wollongong Council meetings to protest development, and with fellow
elder Alan Carraige launched a barrage of legal actions to enforce
protection of Aboriginal cultural sites.
In the earlier years SPATE worked closely with another non-Aboriginal
‘embassy’ with a permanent presence on the site, the Sandon Point
Community Picket. The Picket was established in March 2001. It consisted
of a caravan and tent awning located near the main car park used by
visitors to Sandon Point.
The actions of SPATE, the Sandon Point Community Picket other active
support groups have in common a type of public performance, often
staged for the media, to allow counter-claims to be made against the
dominant pro-development view.
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As a journalist with ABC Radio part of my job is to attend staged public
events and report on them in an unbiased way. One way to achieve this is
to make sure a story has two ‘sides’ to it. Comments from more than one
viewpoint help achieve ‘balanced’ coverage.
The amount of media coverage generated by the Sandon Point conflict
rapidly escalated throughout 2001. Court action was launched, vandalism
occurred on a semi-regular basis, students chained themselves to
bulldozers and protest encampments were set on fire in the middle of the
night. This all helped escalate the story beyond local interest to attract
state and national media coverage.
As this occurred, the developer Stockland was increasingly called on to
explain its plans and justify its actions. Clearly the company didn’t see this
as its role and didn’t welcome the media scrutiny. In response Stockland
developed a more aggressive media strategy seeking to challenge any
negative coverage. Most notably the Illawarra Mercury newspaper
reflected this change by adopting a more supportive stance. Anonymous
Wollongong columnist Gordon Gong writing in crickey.com (23/09/2001)
put this down to PR spin:
The Illawarra Mercury had taken up the Sandon Point issue with verve
quite early on, and had mostly appeared to side with the protesting
residents. Stockland realised they would need to apply a bit more
spin to the issue to get these locals on side, so they hired a PR
consultant, Janine Cullen. Now in what can only be an amazing
coincidence, Cullen's late husband was the editor of the Mercury.
Shortly after her appointment the Mercury angered residents by
printing a story that virtually regurgitated verbatim a Stockland press
release countering a lot of the arguments that the protestors had
been using.
From my own personal experience I was aware of Stockland ringing up
news editors to argue journalists living anywhere near Thirroul or Bulli
shouldn't cover the story as they had an inherent conflict of interest. A
number of local journalists from the Illawarra Mercury and its associated
free newspaper The Advertiser were taken off the story as the issue
heated up. The ABC didn’t agree with this and I was able to continue
filing. However there was a greater emphasis on balancing out any
community information with official comment from Stockland.
The battle for favourable media coverage is critical to the success of any
protest action. To remove that access to publicity will sap a campaign of
its public relevance. To a certain extent this occurred as the first stages of
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development gained final approvals and construction commenced.
Interest in the disruptions waned, homes were built and families moved in.
In March 2007, a section of the headland set aside for public recreation
was declared a Place of Aboriginal Significance. This afforded it some
protection under law. On the day chosen to commemorate the
announcement there was virtually no official government representation,
no members of parliament were present, no press releases issued, and
there was no sign of the developer. In a sense it was a rare victory for the
Indigenous community.
Early in 2010 approximately half of the development was completed.
Controversially it emerged the concept plan covering the remainder of
the site (the Thirroul side to the north) was approved by Kristina Keneally in
one of her last acts as Planning Minister before becoming the first female
Premier of New South Wales.
The Sandon Point Aboriginal Tent Embassy has become the longest
running continual ‘tent embassy’ in Australia, lasting over ten years. This
would not have been possible without dogged commitment from sections
of the Koori community backed up by strong support from outspoken
local residents.
SPATE has in common with the Aboriginal Tent Embassy at Lake Cowal in
western NSW, and the former Embassy on Cockatoo Island established by
Isabelle Coe in 2000, claims over specific tracts of land. As this land came
up for redevelopment members of the Aboriginal community moved in to
register their counter claims by challenging established concepts of
property rights.
The original Tent Embassy in Canberra adopted a broader concept. It
sought to gain recognition for Aboriginal sovereignty Australia-wide. The
focus of the Canberra campaign was the Northern Territory as it didn’t
have the status of a State within the Australian Commonwealth. The plan
was to transform it into an Aboriginal run state, as there the Indigenous
population came closest to making up a majority. The Tent Embassy
demanded generous compensation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities around the country including a constant stream of
revenue from mining rights.
1.4 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy
The 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra demanded compensation
for stolen land, protection of sacred sites and access to the mining

8
royalties that propel the Australian economy. The 1967 referendum had
already granted new powers to the Commonwealth to overrule the States
on Indigenous policy, but they weren't being used.
The Tent Embassy was established in the immediate aftermath of Prime
Minister Billy McMahon's January 26 Australian Day speech. The speech
held out the promise of concessions to allow greater ownership and
control of land by Indigenous Australians. Despite the promise he failed
spectacularly to deliver. This set in motion a series of events.
In February 1972 the Aboriginal Tent Embassy presented a list of demands
to Parliament:
1. Control of the Northern Territory as a State within the
Commonwealth of Australia; the parliament in the Northern Territory
to be predominantly Aboriginal with title and mining rights to all
land within the Territory.
2. Legal title and mining rights to all other presently existing reserve
lands and settlements throughout Australia.
3. The preservation of all sacred sites throughout Australia.
4. Legal title and mining rights to areas in and around all Australian
capital cities.
5. Compensation money for lands not returnable to take the form of a
down-payment of six billion dollars and an annual percentage of
the gross national income.
The demands were rejected by the McMahon Government but
endorsed by the then Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam, who went on to
defeat McMahon in the December 1972 election. Whitlam established the
Woodward Aboriginal Land Rights Commission, which in 1974
recommended that freehold title to Aboriginal reserves and certain other
land in the Northern Territory should be vested in Land Trusts, and
administered by Land Councils, acting on the advice and consent of
traditional owners. This was enshrined in the Aboriginal Land Rights Act of
1976.
Similar legislation was enacted ten years later in 1986 to set up the Wreck
Bay Community Council to jointly manage Commonwealth land on the
southern side of Jervis Bay.
This thesis will argue the Aboriginal Tent Embassy was highly successful in
terms of gaining recognition through the media for the land rights issue. It
brought an understanding to sections of the broader population of the
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inequalities faced by Indigenous Australians. The Tent Embassy promoted
Aboriginal culture through music, theatre, writing, and design. This helped
to span a cultural divide caused by the earlier separation of Aboriginal
populations. It was part of a reconnection process to the wider
population, announcing the arrival of Indigenous Australians as free
agents.
The Tent Embassy campaign did not overturn the flawed doctrine of terra
nullius in Australia, nor did it achieve uniform national land rights
legislation. Both were central political objectives. In this sense the higher
ambitions were not realised.
1.5 The Embassy as protest module
The 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy should be viewed as a successful form
of protest; a way of expressing dissent in an ongoing manner. One of the
ways this was achieved was through innovative use of the news media as
a tool for reaching the wider population – both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal.
Key figures in organising events included emerging leaders with
professional skills - journalist John Newfong, lawyer Paul Coe, writer
Roberta Sykes, and actor Gary Foley. They worked with committed
individuals from across the country like Chika Dixon, Michael Anderson,
Isabel Coe, Gordon Briscoe and Pat Eatock from NSW, Bruce McGuinness
and Bob Maza from Victoria, Sam Watson and Dennis Walker from
Queensland.
From humble beginnings as a tent on the lawns of parliament sheltering
four wet protestors, what emerged was a pre-cursor to a type of
Indigenous media bureau. Press releases were issued, politicians lobbied
and insightful articles published as democracy was performed, literally for
all to observe and learn from.
Sean Scalmer is his book Dissent Events (2002) draws parallels between the
Aboriginal movement organised around the Tent Embassy and the antiVietnam protests. Public meetings, demonstrations, pickets, sit-ins,
marches and destruction of property common to both, he finds, are all
examples of performances in public places (or private places that are
made public) through the creation of 'stages' where 'actors' make claims
on others.
This view of social protest as a type of ‘disruptive staging’ as Scalmer calls
is drawn from Irving Goffman (1959) in his reference to ‘performances’.
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‘Staging’ and the notion of mass media ‘framing’ - referring to the way
social phenomena is constructed by, or for, the media – are both
explored in this thesis to provide a theoretical grounding for media
analysis.
The Tent Embassy as protest module also comes into play in addressing
the incursion of ATE into Sino-Australian relations. The visit by nine members
of the Tent Embassy to China late in 1972 is an important addition to the
Tent Embassy story.
The trip at the invitation of the Chinese government was central to the
strategy of taking the campaign abroad, bringing further embarrassment
to the Australian Government. It also served to highlight tensions with
security agencies as members of the delegation came under pressure
from ASIO agents both in Australian and abroad.
1.6 ASIO surveillance
The release of formerly secret documents from the National Archives of
Australia demonstrates the extent of the surveillance of those involved wit
the Tent Embassy. Aboriginal agitators were singled out for extensive
surveillance operations. Their files in some cases run to hundreds of pages.
This dissertation examines a number of these files to assess the rationale
behind these long-running and highly questionable surveillance activities.
ASIO files reveal the variety of surveillance techniques employed: the use
of informers, press monitoring, technical surveillance through phone-taps
and unauthorised photography, and the selective leaking of intelligence
material to sympathetic journalists. Much of it involved guilt by association
and innuendo.
The misuse of taxpayer’s funds for what in many cases amounted to
harassment, thinly masked as intelligence gathering, is explored in the
thesis, not just in relation to Aboriginal activists, but also to journalists
sympathetic to progressive causes.
1.7 The author as academic and journalist
As I have written this thesis it is fair to say I have struggled at times with my
own role examining material as a working journalist, then viewing the
same material from an academic perspective. I empathise with
playwright and academic Ernie Blackmore when he says in his PhD thesis
(2007 p.5): “The major problem was knowing who I was and when, and at
what stage was I working as playwright and when as an academic”.
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Like Mr Blackmore I too have chosen at times to think and write in first
person to bring a more personal perspective to events. I have used this
device as a way to hold a mirror up to my activities, revealing what I am
thinking (as an academic) about what I am doing (as a journalist).
Working full-time whilst preparing and writing this thesis has usually meant
wearing a journalist’s cap during the day then replacing it with an
academic’s hat when I sit in front of the computer at night. Whether I
succeeded in making this transition is not for me to judge. But regardless I
have put myself in the frame by examining my work as a journalist
covering a most significant historical, political and cultural event. As this is
an academic project first, it directly reflects my views on the issues it deals
with. These views would in turn be reflected in any future documentary
feature film, if that film were ever completed.
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2.1 The Aboriginal Embassy and Black Power as history
The Aboriginal Tent Embassy features in many texts, book chapters,
academic thesis and websites and is the basis for at least three films. Yet
remarkably there is no single published book on the topic. The most
comprehensive and up to date coverage can be found in the Koori
History website maintained by Tent Embassy participant, historian and
academic, Gary Foley (www.kooriweb.org/foley/indexb.html). It includes
his own history orientated publications alongside the articles of selected
others, and a comprehensive collection of photographs and newspapers
clippings.
While there is no academic, journalistic or historical book on the Aboriginal
Embassy, other landmark events from sixties, seventies and eighties have
been documented in book form. This includes books on the Freedom
Rides (Curthoys, 2002), the 1967 Referendum (Attwood and Marcus 2007),
the Wave Hill Walk-off (Hardy, 2006), and Eddie Mabo’s High Court Native
Title victory (Loos and Mabo 1996, Russell 2006, Graham 1996).
There is a series of observations and thoughts collected separately by two
non-Aboriginal journalists who covered the Tent Embassy protest - Stuart
Harris’s This is Our Land (1972) and Ward McNally’s Goodbye Dreamtime
(1973). Heather Goodall’s brilliantly comprehensive Invasion to Embassy
(1996) finishes at the point of the Embassy in 1972, but mainly covers
earlier historical periods.
A number of books from the 1960s and 70s address political and cultural
issues at the core of the Tent Embassy debate. Kevin Gilbert’s book
Because a White Man’ll Never Do It (1973) looks at Aboriginal Rights issues
with a focus on political representation. Black Viewpoints edited by Colin
Tatz and Keith McConnochie (1975) documents the stories of emerging
Aboriginal leaders in their own words, including Chicka Dixon, Paul Coe,
Gordon Briscoe, Michael Anderson and Shirley Smith who were all active
in the Tent Embassy campaign.
The booklet Black Power in Australia edited by Ann Turner (1972) is an
educational debate on the role of Black Power featuring Roberta Sykes
and Senator Neville Bonner in a for and against format. Flight of an Eagle
about the life of Ruby Hammond (Forte 1995) has a well-written chapter
on the Tent Embassy and another on the delegation to China. All these
books are significant in their own right for their specific contributions, but
none can be viewed as an authoritative account of the 1972 Aboriginal
Tent Embassy.
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The only activist involved with the Aboriginal Embassy for some time to
write their own account of events in book form was Roberta Sykes. In her
earlier political work, Black Majority (1989) and her three-part biography,
Snake Dreaming (2001) Sykes provides a personal account of events as
she experienced them, including a descriptive account of her bruising
encounter with the police. But in total this only amounts to a handful of
pages. It could be seen as a major missed opportunity.
As far as academic texts, Scott Robinson's history masters thesis ‘The
Aboriginal Embassy 1972’ (1993) offers a meticulous account of events
from January to July 1972. He draws on large number of first person
accounts from interviews he conducted. These accounts are backed up
by documents such as parliamentary papers, Hansard records,
unpublished memoirs, newspaper articles and quotes from television
newsreels.
Robinson’s thesis is still regarded as the most authoritative account of the
events of 1972. Even so it contains some relatively minor historical
inaccuracies, such as naming three Tent Embassy founders instead of four.
This possibly occurred as a result of quoting from an inaccurate
newspaper article.
Robinson’s thesis argues the Embassy needs to be treated as a unique
historical event, for its predominant use of symbolic, creative and nonviolent action at a time of wider social and political upheaval in Australia.
He sees Aboriginal Land Rights as the unifying theme, but maintains the
concepts was somewhat vaguely defined, enabling the Labor Party to
provide “an equally imprecise set of promises” (1993, p.6). Overall he
underlines the importance of the Tent Embassy as a symbolic and
contemporary legend in Aboriginal Australia.
This is a theme taken up rigorously by Gary Foley in his various articles
addressing aspects of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy’s historical significance.
Foley’s covers the overlapping themes of Black Power (2001) Whiteness
and Blackness (1998, 1999) Land Rights (2006) and Native Title (2007). He
concludes more than once, there is no other event in Australia to match
significance of the Aboriginal Embassy. It amounted to the most effective
political action in the history of the Aboriginal struggle.
Foley’s more recent encapsulation of his thesis in ‘Land Rights and
Aboriginal voices’ (Foley and Anderson, 2006) outlines the origins of the
land rights movements in the black power movement, and how black
power ideas were adapted to Australia’s political landscape. The activist
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focus that arose out of the city’s urban centres gave rise to range of selfhelp organisations. These organisations offered support to help find shelter
and to provide medical and legal services (ibid, p.89). The Tent Embassy
became a turning point for the emerging land rights movement by visually
expressing the alienation of Aboriginal people and their rejection of
government authority over them.
Foley’s analysis traces the elements that marked the shift from a focus on
American-style civil rights, to Aboriginal Land Rights, as the centerpiece of
the movement. His Koori history though doesn’t delve into the role of the
media far beyond what he sees as the inherent racism that existed in
popular newspapers and on television. He saw the Australian media as
either stereotyping Aboriginal culture, or ignoring it. This of course is largely
true, but overlooks the developments taking place around the Aboriginal
Tent Embassy that gave rise to a changing media landscape.
2.2 Media theories
Emma Kearney’s history thesis ‘The Mission Comes to Town’ (1999) views
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy as a historical turning point on the road to
reconciliation. Central to the transition is finding an Aboriginal voice. This is
not only a political voice in terms of calls for self-determination, as
detailed by Gary Foley above. It is also, significantly, a voice in the media.
Kearney looks to the media to see how Aboriginal representation
changed around the time of the Tent Embassy. She finds the roles played
by John Newfong and Roberta Sykes, in acting as both commentators
and journalists, resulted in, “the repositioning of Aboriginal people as
subjects, not objects of inquiry” (1999, p.45). In making this observation she
is stepping away from historical analysis towards media analysis.
A media analysis can help generate an understanding of how it is the
Aboriginal Embassy managed to cut through, to successfully gain news
media coverage by overriding deep-rooted biases in Aboriginal
representation. Viewing the media as a propaganda tool to generate
inherently racist depictions of Australian social norms is a valid starting
point for such an analysis.
The ‘propaganda model’ developed by Norman Herman and Noam
Chomsky in their book Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of
the Mass Media (1988) provides a starting point for interpreting the
process of media representation. They argue the news media acts in the
interests of wealth and power by manufacturing consent, thus reinforcing
existing inequalities.
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Drawing on this tradition, Todd Gitlin in his books, The Sixties: Years of
Hope, Days of Rage (1987), and The Whole World is Watching: Mass
Media and the Making and Unmaking of the New Left (1980) argues the
mass media is beholden to hegemonic routines that reinforce rather than
challenge the existing social order. His focus, like Chomsky’s, is on the
large American commercial networks shutting down opportunities for
democratic participation.
While this may be valuable for a study of dominant media corporations
worldwide, it can’t account for the emergence of grassroots media
organised by social movements in the late 1960s early 1970s in Australia to
contest the views of the dominant media players. To understand this
emerging media, including Indigenous media organisations seeking to
control their own representation, the role of social movements need to
occupy a central position.
Australian author Sean Scalmer documents media coverage of protest
movements in the 1960s and 70s in Australia. His theoretical approach in
his book Dissent Events (2002) has community activism as its central focus.
Scalmer views protest events as a type of collective performance, or
acted out democracy. The media, in this performance, act as potential
conduits for social change. The focus here is on how media practitioners
process and shape images, rather than on who owns media
organisations, or what limitations media managers place on journalists.
Charlotte Ryan in her book Prime Time Activism (1991) like Scalmer,
believes the modern mass media has moved society towards more
democratic outcomes during particular historical moments. Ryan finds
media opportunities on the whole are limited to those “representing
powerful political, social and economic groups or institutions” (p.11). But
she allows for the fact that the collective efforts of social movements (as
opposed to individuals) “could move the mass media in a more
democratic direction”.
This has important implications for this thesis, as does her definition of
‘framing’, which will be discussed further in Chapter Seven. A significant
question that arises from the perspective of framing is: to what extent did
the way the Aboriginal Embassy was ‘framed’ or packaged in the media
influence political outcomes?
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2.3 Paranoia and the secret campaign to discredit the Left
Nostalgic depictions of the seventies are currently back in vogue in film
and television. From fluffy remakes of soapies like The Brady Bunch and I
Dream of Jeanie to the more serious end of 70’s inspired productions like
Harvey Milk, The Weather Underground, and The Sopranos. Then there is
the post-modern BBC hit Life on Mars with ambitious young detective Sam
Tyler (John Simm) transported from 2006 back to the 1970’s – complete
with flares, bad haircut and full-blown male sexism. What is captured so
brilliantly in ‘Life on Mars’ and elaborated on in Francis Wheen’s book
Strange Days Indeed (2009) is the ability to capture the mood of paranoia
that helped define the period.
“Slice the Seventies where you will, the flavor is unmistakable – the
pungent mélange of apocalyptic dread and conspiratorial fever” writes
Wheen (2009, p.9) referring to dark side of the 70’s, punctuated by
conspiracies, mistrust and economic anarchy. In the year of the Global
Financial Crisis (GFC) it brought back a powerful sense of déjà vu.
Wheen’s book – while centred on British and US governments of the 1970s
- forms a valuable starting point for re-examining activities in Australia
equally punctuated by conspiracies and mistrust. In Australia, the
perceived paranoia related broadly to the Left, and the Communist Party
in particular. The paranoia emanating from security agencies and
conservative political figures towards the Left is documented by journalist
and academic David McKnight in his book, Australia’s Spies and their
Secrets (1994).
McKnight examines the Liberal Government’s close working relationship
with ASIO, including claims conservatives in government used ASIO
improperly for political purposes. The ‘counter propaganda’ operations of
ASIO between 1960 and 1972 to addresses perceived threats of
communism, come under scrutiny. So does the relationship between the
Communist Party and the Aboriginal movement. McKnight is one of the
few authors to tackle this subject. His writing has guided my efforts to
uncover further archival material on surveillance operations aimed at Tent
Embassy activists.
2.4 Film and television coverage of the Aboriginal Embassy
This thesis is not isolated to the written word. It is also intended to inform a
separate film documentary project. In preparing a documentary film
proposal, a first step involves reviewing films to avoid obvious duplication
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or plagiarism. Three major films have been made specifically about the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy – in 1972, 1992 and 2008.
The first is the most important. Ningla A-Na (1972) was produced and
directed independently by Alessandro Cavadini and Carolyn Strachan,
with support from the Redfern Koori community. The 72 minute, 16mm
black and white documentary provides an insider view of the violent
clashes the Tent Embassy produced on the lawns of Australia’s Parliament.
It goes inside the Redfern community to look at the establishment of
Aboriginal medical, legal and housing services, white women supporting
black women and political theatre. It mixes temporary life at the Embassy
with the everyday battle for survival in Redfern.
Much of the film contains drawn out segments with figures in public places
given the time to explain in detail their perspective on events as they
unfold. Dr Fred Hollows for instance, details the prevalence of health
problems in Aboriginal communities, underlining the importance of the
Aboriginal Medical Service he helped create:
When you look at Aboriginal health in Australia as I have been doing
for the last two years the scene is universally bad. Neo-natal and
infantile death rates are many times that of white Australian children.
Children from an incredibly early age, as old as one month, have
severe chest infections; chronic ear disease leading to deafness that
impedes schooling, chronic skin infections, and eye infections. All of
them tend to be under weight and under sized compared to white
Australian children (Ningla A-Na 1972).
A sequence from the film with Gary Foley speaking to an elderly white
woman directly challenges media stereotypes of Aboriginal people as
passive and without opinions. His behavior is indicative of the fuck-you
attitude of the new generation of Aboriginal leaders:
Look, I don't need your... I don't need your... (woman laughs) ...any
advice from you. We've done all right. We've done all right. Listen, let
me tell you something. We've done all right in the past two years in
Sydney without people like you. We're gonna do alright for a long
time. All we want to do now is to take control of both the
economical, political and cultural resources of the people and of the
land - Aboriginal people - so that they themselves have got the
power to determine their own future (ibid).
Ningla A-Na was and continues to be used as a powerful advocacy tool.
For those unaware or not born at the time, it demonstrates in a direct way
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just how different life can be depending on the colour of your skin. The
rare footage of protest rallies and life inside the Redfern community has
been used again and again in documentaries on Aboriginal Australia.
Twenty years later in 1992, the ABC’s Aboriginal Production Unit revisited
the topic. The 60-minute documentary Tent Embassy was directed by
David Sandy and produced by Aboriginal filmmaker turned academic
Francis Peters-Little. Tent Embassy used archival footage to background
key events such as the Gurindji walk-off and 1967 referendum. It also used
actors to recreate scenes involving the four Tent Embassy founders. This is
cut against real life interviews with two of the four founders, Billy Craigie
and Michael Anderson.
The strength of Tent Embassy lies in its interviews with Aboriginal leaders
such as Roberta Sykes, Paul Coe and Dennis Walker. The interviews were
conducted twenty year after the event when sufficient time had passed
to allow characters to reflect openly and honestly on the events they
participated in. Needless to say the passing of time now makes many of
the interviews impossible to record again.
The third documentary on the Aboriginal Tent Embassy was made at the
ABC’s Indigenous Programs Unit (formerly the APU). Director and
cinematographer Ivan Sen was commissioned by the IPU’s Message Stick
program to revisit the story. Sen’s depiction strips away narration and
other devices such as re-enacted scenes. It’s a stylised account of key
events using almost exclusively black and white footage from the ABC’s
archives.
Unfortunately Embassy Days failed to gain the recognition it deserved.
There was virtually no forward publicity on the ABC, little or no press about
it at the time, and no reviews in mainstream publications that I could find.
2.5 The Weather Underground
Like Ningla A-Na, the US documentary film The Weather Underground
(2004) documents a historical struggle with activists pitted against the
government. Both still resonate today with contested issues around human
rights, idealism and anti-government protest.
The Weather Underground was made before the 2008/2009 Global
Financial Crisis, but after the September 11, 2001terrorist attacks on the
World Trade Centre and the Pentagon. It turned out to be timely that the
film documenting attacks by American students on American institutions
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was released as the world was still coming to term with the USA led ‘War
on Terrorism’.
The film tells the story of the revolutionary 1960s student’s organisation,
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). It stood on a trenchant antiVietnam platform. When the campaign didn’t produce the desired results,
a break-away faction taking the name the Weathermen endorsed
violence as a means to overthrow the government and end the war. Their
slogan was ‘bringing the war home’.
The Weather Underground cuts between contemporary interviews with
the former student radicals and archival footage showing their
participation in public events. It slips effortlessly between the present and
the past, leaving the viewer space to question how these ideologically
driven, but apparently rational individuals were so caught up in the
moment they suspended rational thought. Interviewed years later after
coming out of hiding or jail, some acknowledge they turned to violence in
the mistaken belief they could trigger transformation towards a socialist
revolution.
The film makes use of a number of standard documentary techniques. For
instance: cutting backwards and forwards between past and present;
contextualising events with other events occurring in the world at that
time; re-enactments; and detailing the back-stories of central characters.
Its strength lies in its revealing interviews members of the Weather
Underground with many revealing the details key events for the first time.
This enabled a comprehensive new assessment containing important
messages for the present.
2.6 Towards a documentary film project
An interest in the Aboriginal Tent Embassy is highly relevant today, not just
because its fortieth anniversary is approaching. The ‘War on Terror’ has
generated a new perspective on security and surveillance issues. The
1970s as a historic period has some important parallels with the current
decade.
The seventies revival is not just a fascination with the fashionable music
and clothes. It’s the strange parallels that exist between the Vietnam and
Iraq/Afghanistan wars, the parallels between ‘Islamic terrorist’ movements
of the current day, and the 1970’s terrorist groups like the Baader-Meinhof
Gang, the Weathermen, ETA and the IRA.
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The books, articles and films reviewed above have a direct relevance to
the subject matter of the thesis and associated film project. They were
reviewed because of their historical relevance. They contain theories
about media representation of social movements to be explored in this
thesis, or demonstrate filmic techniques relevant to a proposed new
documentary film I propose as a separate, but related project.
The construction of such a film would juxtapose events of the past against
those of the present. It would inadvertently raise questions about the
present and what has been achieved, or hasn’t, since the 1970s to
address racism, Aboriginal disadvantage and opportunities for
democratic participation.
The thesis will provide some insights into what would be involved in making
a future documentary film by drawing on the work already undertaken by
the author to produce a radio feature and an unfinished short doco (see
Appendix A & B). As part of the thesis I will also comment on the some of
the obstacles – creative, financial, time management and others - that
stood in the way of me from realising my objectives in relation to the film
project.
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3.1 Northern Territory Land Rights
During the late 1960s and early 1970s there remained little formal
recognition or understanding in government circles of the responsibilities
European Australians bore to the country's original occupants. Historically,
the assimilation policies of the immediate post-war period viewed the role
of government as to help “smooth the dying pillow”(Foley 1999, p.1). This
meant Aboriginal people were expected to acquiesce to their colonisers
and merge into mainstream Anglo-Australia. This policy changed in 1965
to a policy of integration, enabling indigenous people to retain their
identity in a pluralist society. But the changes were more cosmetic than
substantial.
In response to the seemingly successful 1967 referendum granting powers
to the federal government to take control of Aboriginal Affairs, the Prime
Minister Harold Holt set up a small Office of Aboriginal Affairs, but provided
no powers and no funds for it (Goodall 1996, p.327). Appointments to the
office included W.E.H. Stanner and Nugget Coombs, who sympathised
with Aboriginal demands for land. The government, however, was far from
sharing in this view.
Prime Minister John Gorton continued with the policy of integration,
announcing to a conference of State Ministers for Aboriginal Affairs in July
1968, that despite the referendum, the States would continue to run
Aboriginal Affairs. He saw the role of the Commonwealth as merely to
assist the States in the coordination of their own individual policies.
Prime Minister Gorton declined to use the Commonwealth’s newly won
constitutional powers to support Aboriginal calls for self-determination and
self-management. Instead he adopted a policy of assimilation, stating
(Gorton 1968): “Our ultimate objective is, of course, the assimilation of
Aboriginal Australians as fully effective members of a single Australian
society”.
William McMahon succeeded John Gorton as Prime Minister in March
1971. McMahon broadly adopted his conservative predecessor's policies
of assimilation of urban and rural Aboriginal populations. Initially it
appeared he would respond to the demands mainly from the Northern
Territory for former missionary land and reserves to have their legal title
transferred to local Aboriginal communities if certain conditions could be
met. The hope turned out to be short lived.
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The Prime Minister’s1972 Australia Day address was expected to deliver a
change in policy direction. McMahon (1972) started his speech: “The
Government understands fully the desire of the Aboriginal people to have
their affinity with the land with which they have been associated
recognised by law”. But instead of offering legal title to key locations
where Aboriginal people lived in closed affinity with the land, McMahon
announced a new form of lease conditional upon “reasonable economic
and social use” of the land.
We decided to create this new form of lease rather than attempt
simply to translate the Aboriginal affinity with the land into some form
of legal right under the Australian system, such as that claimed in the
decision of the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory, because we
concluded that to do so would introduce a new and probably
confusing component, the implication of which could not clearly be
foreseen and which could lead to uncertainty and possible
challenge in relation to land titles everywhere in Australia which are
at present unquestioned and secure (ibid).
Rather than taking the heat out of the debate as intended, his speech
had exactly the opposite effect. It ignited outrage and calls for direct
political action. This marked the endpoint of a period of nonconfrontational engagement spanning most of the 1960s.
The starting point for the new confrontational approach was the Northern
Territory campaign at the Gove Peninsula. In 1963 the Yolngu people
presented a bark petition to the Federal Parliament requesting that the
government prevent mining operations on their traditional lands. The
petition stated that nearly 500 people from a variety of tribes lived relied
on the land that was to be excised from the Arnhem Land Aboriginal
Reserve to make way for a large bauxite mine and port. The petition also
stated that the excision of the land was never explained to the residents
before it happened. The excised land, especially Melville Bay, was sacred
to the people of Yirrkala and vital to their livelihood.
Two years later in September 1965 Nabalco won the lease to mine the
bauxite deposits, in partnership with Swiss Aluminium Ltd. The
determination of the Yolgnu people to retain access to their traditional
land led to a legal challenge in the Northern Territory Supreme Court.
Australia's first land rights court case was born. Justice Blackburn handed
down his decision on April 27th, 1971.
In a crushing defeat for the traditional owners, the court denied any legal
ownership to the land under Australian law. It denied native title and
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upheld the principle of terra nullius. Justice Blackburn ruled, "the evidence
showed the Aboriginals belonged to the land but the land did not belong
to the tribes" (Gale and Brookman 1975, pp. 89-79). He said the doctrine of
community native title "did not form, and had never formed, any part of
the law of Australia" (ibid).
The Director of the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at the
Australian National University, Professor Jon Altman has found the decision
by the court not to recognise Yolgnu law was viewed by the community
as a grave injustice:
Justice Blackburn found that under Australian law Yolgnu didn't have
a system of land ownership and I think there was a general feeling
that this was an injustice, because this land had been reserved
specifically for the use of these people under the Crown Lands
ordinance (Altman 2008).
While it was a terrible blow, the decision also served as a catalytic force to
boost the burgeoning Aboriginal Land Rights movement in the Northern
Territory. Another petition was sent to the then Prime Minister William
McMahon in Gupapunyngu language in May 1971. It demanded nothing
less than ownership of the land, a direct share of all royalties paid by
Nabalco and for no other industries to be set up without Yirrkala Council
consent (Gale and Brookman 1975, p.84).
Also in the Northern Territory, the Federal Government leased land south
west of Darwin called Wave Hill, to English Beef Baron Lord Vestey. In
August 1966, Aboriginal stockmen led by senior elder Vincent Lingiari
walked off the Wave Hill pastoral station. The original demand was for
equal pay for equal work, but the campaign evolved into a demand for
ownership of the land, including ancestral land at Wattie Creek.
The strike had tremendous symbolic and political significance. The group
gained political and financial support from the city based trade union
movement. The issues were taken up Australian writer Frank Hardy who
made it the subject of his book, The Unlucky Australians (2006).
The campaign came to Sydney with a march through the city in May
1970. Indigenous lawyer Paul Coe recalls in the film Ripples from Wave Hill
(2008) the aim was “to protest the plight of the Gurindjis and to try and
awaken the apathy in the Australian people that slavery was still being
carried out. I believe it was the first land rights march in the whole of
Australia of this magnitude”.
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Paul Coe spoke passionately at the rally outside Vestey's headquarters in
Sydney then afterwards was promptly arrested. Mr Coe said he saw the
Northern Territory lands rights campaign as an inspiration for Sydney
activists:
The Gurindji were real heroes to us. They inspired us. We picked up
the baton from those guys and took it on to the next step by setting
up the Aboriginal Tent Embassy two years later, when my own
government refused to acknowledge land rights for the Gurindji
people (ibid).
The Gurindji eventually won a lease over a very small portion of land at
the instigation of Lord Vestey himself. It was the first real recognition of an
Aboriginal land claim, but it wasn't enough to satisfy those involved who
continued to push their views. It would take a change of government
some years later for land rights legislation to become a reality. Even then
the federal legislation would be restricted just to the Northern Territory.
Professor John Altman told me (McLaren 2008):
I think that what we have got to understand with land rights was that
it was a statutory mechanism to return inalienable Crown land to
Aboriginal ownership. Whitlam wanted to introduce the system
Australia wide, but in the time he had, his government was only able
to establish a system for doing that in the Northern Territory, after a
Royal Commission headed by Justice Woodward, in 1973 and ‘74.
Representatives of the Gurindji people travelled the long journey from
their Northern Territory outpost to Canberra in July 1972 to participate in
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy protest.
3.2 The Freedom Rides
Another important precursor to the emerging Aboriginal Land Rights
movement occurred in 1965. Students from Sydney University became
involved in the campaign known as the ‘Freedom Rides’. It grew out of
group that formed the previous year to support the Civil Rights Bill then
before the US Congress. The group then turned its attention to Australian
racism. One of the campaign organisers, Darce Cassidy recalls:
So a group of students from the university, particularly the university
labour club that I was involved in, organised a demonstration
outside the US Consulate, where we burned the fiery cross, the
symbol of the racist Klu Klux Klan. As a result of this the police arrived
and started arresting people. There was a big demonstration. From
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memory something like fifty people were arrested. Police removed
their numbers and started belting people up, there was a big to do
about it all. And after that someone wrote to the paper and said:
this is all very well protesting about what is happening in the United
States but what are the students doing about their own backyard?
And of course that made us think, well yes there are just as bad
things happening here” (McLaren 2009).
The historian Ann Curthoys was also a Sydney University student at the
time and a member of the group formed to highlight racial segregation in
regional New South Wales. The group Student Action for Aborigines (SAFA)
included as members Charles Perkins and Gary Williams, the first two
Aboriginal students to attend the University of Sydney.
Curthoys (2002, p. 4) says Perkins took the initiative, searching for ways to
publicise the campaign for equal rights for indigenous Australians. He
spoke with journalism lecturer Peter Westerway about the US Freedom
Rides and the importance of using television pictures to tell the story. From
this meeting the idea of a bus trip for students was born.
Perkins and his friend the Methodist Minister Ted Noffs began researching
towns with a reputation for segregation. In January 1965, in a precursor to
the Freedom Rides, Perkins, Noffs and journalist Graeme Williams from the
Australian newspaper travelled to towns including Nowra, Cowra,
Wilcannia, Walgett, Moree and Kempsey. It resulted in a series of press
articles (Goodall 1996, p. 320).
The following month a bus full of students set off to do battle in the towns
with the worst reputations for segregation. Anne Curthoys says all of the 24
students involved were encouraged to read ‘Our Struggle’, a letter by
Martin Luther King written from Birmingham City Jail in 1963. It espouses his
philosophy of non-violent direction action to overcome the “disease of
segregation”.
For years now I have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of every
Negro with piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has almost always meant
“Never."…. I must confess that over the past few years I have been
gravely disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost
reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling
block in his stride toward freedom is not …the Ku Klux Klanner, but the
white moderate, who is more devoted to "order" than to justice; who
prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says:
"I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your
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methods of direct action"; who paternalistically believes he can set
the timetable for another man's freedom (Luther King 1963).
The Freedom Ride carried out non-violent actions at locations including
the Moree swimming pool and the Bowraville cinema. Bowraville's
segregation policies at its pool and cinema later formed the basis of the
award winning fictional short film ‘Two Bob Mermaid’ (1996) directed and
written by Darlene Johnson. The film was included in the Dreaming in
Motion series and helped launch her successful career as a film director.
The clash that generated the greatest amount of conflict and media
coverage came at Walgett. The students were thrown out of the town for
staging an angry demonstration outside the Walgett RSL Club. The demo
highlighted the hypocrisy of allowing Aboriginal returned servicemen to
drink only on ANZAC Day. On every other day of the year they were
banned.
As the bus left Walgett late that night, a grazier's son used his green pick
up truck to attack the protestors. After ramming the bus three times, it was
forced to leave the road and narrowly missed rolling over in the deep
ditch at the side of the road (Curthoys 2002, p.7). With a journalist
onboard from the Sydney Morning Herald the incident made newspaper
headlines and helped those involved achieve their objectives of gaining
publicity in the city (ibid).
The Freedom Ride exercise highlighted the power of non-violent direction
action. The students, male and female, didn’t have to break the law to
make their point. Secondly, it showed the power of the media and the
need to involve an understanding of media coverage.
The journalist covering the Freedom Ride for the Daily Mirror was Gerald
Stone. He had arrived in Australia from the United States just three years
earlier and could see the parallels with segregation battles in the Deep
South back home (ibid). The event was filmed on a Super 8 camera by
one of the students Jim Spiegelman, who went on to become Chief
Justice of New South Wales.
Also onboard the bus was Darce Cassidy, who as well as studying
at Sydney University worked part-time as a radio journalist for the ABC. He
made recordings that formed the basis of a radio documentary which
can now be found on the website http://freedomride.net/ At the time
though, he recalls his employer begrudgingly gave him time off, then
called him back part way through the trip (Cassidy 2009);
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I only had nine days leave, and so half way through it, right at the
height of it, right after the big eruption in Moree, I rang the ABC and
said look this is front page news in Australia. Channel Seven has flown
up a film-crew; someone from the Sydney Morning Herald is here. The
press is arriving. I was the only reporter on the bus when a lot of the
things happened, can I stay. And they said: ‘No. Come back by nine
o’clock tomorrow without fail’. So I had to leave half way through.
The ABC was lukewarm about Cassidy’s reports and he had to finish his
radio documentary in his own time. The Freedom Ride nonetheless was a
major media event. Without media coverage the towns it visited may not
have been embarrassed into acknowledging and changing their
segregationist policies. Furthermore, it served to embolden activists like
Charles Perkins and Gary Williams. Perkins in particular knew how to
generate media coverage for the campaigns he supported and used it
to his advantage.
The Freedom Ride has been documented in print, broadcast on radio
and featured in the Rachel Perkins, Ned Lander film, Blood Brothers:
Freedom Ride (1992). It’s a powerful story of direct relevance to a film
about the Aboriginal Embassy. It’s about non-violent action, overcoming
white middle-class apathy and cleverly staging an event to ensure media
coverage so the message reaches its target audience. The Freedom Ride
helped prick the conscience of progressive mainstream Australians
preparing the way for a Yes vote in the1967 referendum on Aboriginal
citizenship.
3.3 The Referendum
In 2007, the 40th anniversary of the 1967 Referendum was greeted with an
outpouring of commentary and reflection on what had occurred forty
years earlier. But rather than underlining the achievements stemming from
the referendum, there appeared instead an emphasis on missed
opportunities.
A Reconciliation Week symposium at the Mitchell Library made headlines
in The Sydney Morning Herald (Gibson 2007) for all the wrong reasons. The
reporter pointed to the divisions in Aboriginal leadership, as several
speakers targeted Noel Pearson and Warren Mundine over their close ties
the Howard Government, an alliance that had reportedly “wreaked
devastation on indigenous communities” (Gibson 2007, p.3).
Sydney academic Larissa Behrendt lamented in a newspaper article
(Behrendt 2007) how the Referendum was supposed to transfer additional
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powers to Federal Governments to intervene for the protection of
Aboriginal families. She said in reality nothing of the sort happened. The
hopes for social justice that inspired people to vote for change “did not
translate into federal action” to ensure adequate protection. “Look at
policies such as taking Aboriginal children from their families or removing
heritage protections to preserve Aboriginal culture, or extinguishing native
title (ibid).
The Australian newspaper canvassed views from a range of people
previously involved in the referendum campaign and most said the
outcome fell well short of their expectations. Lowitja O’Donoghue
expressed deep anger at the “whitewashing” of Aboriginal affairs under
ten years of the Howard Government; Evelyn Scott formed the view
Aboriginal affairs “have come to a standstill”; and Dulcie Flowers said she
didn’t expect much to have come from the Referendum in the first place:
“There was a realisation that the work was only just the beginning” (Rintoul
2007).
So what was the Referendum all about?
On Saturday May 27, 1967, 90.8 percent of votes were cast in favor of
changes to two sections of the Australian Constitution. The amendment to
Section 51 (Clause 26) gave federal parliament the powers to make laws
for Aboriginal people in conjunction with the States, where previously this
had been the sole responsibility of the States alone. The second
amendment to Section127 meant all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
would be counted in the census.
The Australian newspaper’s Editor at Large, Paul Kelly said the
expectations on what the Referendum could achieve were always too
high. This allowed some to put an idealistic spin on what was essentially a
practical, conservative event: “The vote was consistent with the policy of
assimilation and had nothing to do with distinctive political rights for
indigenous people, let alone land rights” (Kelly 2007, p.20).
In May 2007, the Prime Minister John Howard used the occasion of the 40th
anniversary to remark on the people involved in the campaign, rather
than their achievements. He singled out as “remarkable individuals”
Charlie Perkins, Faith Bandler and Neville Bonner (Howard 2007). But he
also couldn’t resist politicising the moment by dismissing those who saw
the Referendum as an opportunity to push the case for Aboriginal selfdetermination and land rights:
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To speak an indigenous language is not right at all if it is
accompanied by a grinding poverty, overcrowding, poor health, no
community voice and alienation from mainstream Australian
society…We’ve spent a lot of time these past decades analysing the
causes of indigenous failure. In a way that’s been part of the
problem. We should have spent more time thinking long and hard
about the causes of indigenous success (ibid).
The Referendum’s anniversary provided a timely opportunity to pause and
reflect on progress in Aboriginal affairs. It inspired a number of publications
including The Struggle for Aboriginal Rights (2007) by Bain Attwood and
Adrian Markus featuring detailed recollections from a wide range of
campaigners. A television documentary Vote YES for Aborigines screened
on SBS-TV and marked a welcome return for Francis Peters-Little.
The 1967 Referendum did succeed in boosting self-confidence about the
ability of those in the movement to achieve positive change. This would
inspire a new generation of activist, many of them university educated
and willing to re-invent the movement on new terms.
3.4 The Black Panthers
Afro-American leaders from the United States would prove inspirational to
the new vanguard of Australian indigenous leaders. The Black Panthers
formed by Huey P Lewis and Bobby Seal in Oakland California in1966, the
same year highly charismatic and divisive Nation of Islam member
Malcolm X was assassinated. The US Congress had banned racial
segregation in public facilities just two years earlier.
The Black Panthers released a ten-point manifesto detailing a
revolutionary ideology and its agenda for fundamental change in
America. When Malcolm X and Luther-King were killed, the outrage drew
more supporters to the Panthers.
The Panthers were established on the basis that the only way to counter
the harassment and intimidation by police was to organise a strong
defence. The Panthers pushed the boundaries of what would be
considered an acceptable response. In one widely celebrated case Fred
Hampton was part of a group that tried to carry out a citizen’s arrest on a
policeman:
I told that pig that, I told him "You got a gun, pig?" I told him, "You
gotta get your hands up against the wall. We're gonna do what
they call a citizens arrest." This fool don’t know what this is. I said,

32
"Now you be just as calm as you can and don't make too many
quick moves, cause we don't wanna have to hit you." And I told him
like he always told us, I told him, "Well, I'm here to protect you. Don't
worry about a thing, I'm here for your benefit." So I sent another
Brother to call the pigs. You gotta do that in a citizen's arrest. He
called the pigs (Hampton 2009).
The FBI responded to the national spread of the Panthers by secretly
declaring the organisation the greatest threat to the internal organisation
of the United States. FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover denounced the party as a
group of ‘communist outlaws’ and ran a campaign to eliminate the party
altogether. In spite of this, the organisation continued to grow. More
chapters opened across the country and throughout the world.
The US Black Panthers were also enormously appealing to the radical
(white) students on the Left campaigning against the Vietnam War.
Student activists from the biggest student organisation in the country, the
SDS, viewed the Black Panthers as a key part the revolutionary vanguard.
The Panthers joined with the SDS (amongst other groups) in calling for an
end to conscription and expressed their solidarity with the Vietnamese.
Todd Gitlin (1987, p.369) observed:
The Panthers were streetwise, disciplined, fearless, Marxist Leninist,
revolutionary, and, most miraculously of all, at a time when most
other militants donned dashikis and glowered at whites, they
welcomed white allies.
There were many parallels with the Australian Black Panther Party, but also
some important distinctions due to the different political landscape in
Australia.
3.5 The Black Panther Party of Australia
The Black Panther Party of Australia (BPPA) announced its foundation in
January 1972 as a vanguard of all oppressed people, with Aborigines the
most oppressed. Those associated with the movement in Australia
included Dennis Walker, Gary Foley, Paul Coe, Bruce McGuinness, Charles
‘Chicka’ Dixon, Michael Anderson, Sol Bellear, Gary Williams, Billy and Lyn
Craigie and Roberta Sykes.
However, not everybody associated with the Black Power movement
agreed with the term. Roberta Sykes told Monday Conference (1972) she
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considered the phrase was “misused”, and she preferred the term “Black
action”.
Black Power in Australia represented a step beyond the doctrine of nonviolent direct action espoused by Martin Luther King and followed by the
predominantly white ‘Freedom Ride’ campaigners. Black Power was
specifically for the advancement of black people and carried with it a
threat to use violence in self-defence. However, any reference to real or
imaginary violence was often seized upon by the news media.
Aboriginal activists in Australia adopted the Panthers program to provide
badly needed services to marginalised black people. Chicka Dixon says it
all began with a delegation to the United States, organised with support
from the Sydney waterfront where he worked, and the Painters and
Dockers trade union in Melbourne.
Five Aboriginal Australians were sent to the United Nations in 1969 to
promote the Australian situation, but without the Federal Government’s
support they couldn't gain speaking rights. Bruce McGuinness, Bob Maza,
Patsy Kruger, and Jack Davis accompanied Sol Bellear, 19, on the trip. All
were members of the Aborigines Advancement League. Bellear stayed
behind and spent a year with the Black Panther Party, moving around the
country learning how to self-organise.
Chicka Dixon says of Sol Bellear’s trip:
He watched what they were doing setting up medical services, legal
services, and when he came home he gave us all the ideas. You
understand. He planted the seed. This is what they are doing in the
States; they are taking over empty places and arming themselves
with guns. We'll set up a medical service, you come in and we'll blow
your head off, so they started bringing in roughs. Once we started to
get the programs going it turned from racists and terrorists to black
power. We were talking about black power, but we weren't talking
about black violence, we were talking about the power
to control our own destiny (McLaren 2007).
An important difference between the American and Australian Black
Power model was the attitude to violence. The US Black Panther leaders
openly carried weapons for self-defence. It was part of their ethos in a
country where the right to bear arms is enshrined in the constitution. It
gave the movement a quasi-militaristic image.
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Some Black Panthers in Australia sought to emulate this image by alluding
to armed struggle, but no evidence of the group actually possessing arms
or undergoing organised weapons training appears to exist. Talking about
taking up arms was guaranteed to attract media attention. Dennis Walker
in particular attracted the most media coverage when it came to guns.
Dennis Walker told the mainly Aboriginal crowd at an anti-racist violence
rally in Sydney: “Everything was taken off you with a gun, the only way you
are going to get it back is with a gun” (The Tribune, 8/12/1971). On
another occasion Walker fronted a press conference surrounded by his
Black Panther supporters, with his comments taking on a threatening tone.
The video has been downloaded onto YouTube,
http://www.wikio.co.uk/video/2586516 accessed 15/2/2010, under the
title: ‘Black Australian Activist’. Walker says:
Everyone has the right to defend themselves against an aggressive
enemy and its inhuman, it’s denying a person’s human rights if you
give a gun on one man and don’t give it to another one…and I
believe everybody should be allowed to have guns.
The Sunday Australian (5/12/1971)covered the rally as part of a feature
article on Black Power, declaring its advocates “threaten violence,
damage and death” and call for total racial segregation. The same
article claimed the group took responsibility for vandalism and petty crime
in the city. It contained serious errors; such as the statement the US Black
Panthers had a rule “forbidding fraternisation with whites” (ibid). It also
conveniently overlooked the emerging ethos of self-help programs that
lay behind the group.
The media coverage of Dennis Walker highlighted the potential threat
posed by radical Aborigines who dared to challenge overwhelmingly
white dominated institutions in Australia. Certain sections of the media at
best misunderstood the message, and at worst sensationalised what they
knew to be a distortion of the truth. Interestingly, this alarmist stance
mainly related to the coverage of the activists as ‘Black Panthers’ and not
to the Aboriginal Tent Embassy itself. As expected, the hostile coverage
tended to be limited to the conservative newspapers such as the
Murdoch press.
A number of newspaper articles exemplify this more hostile stance
towards the Black Panthers. These include: ‘The Young Revolutionaries:
Black Power’ The Daily Mirror, 22/1/1972; ‘Urban guerrillas?’, News Weekly,
23/2/1972; ‘Black-Power Violence is on the Way’, Melbourne Sun,
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21/07/1972; ‘Black guerilla protest war, ‘embassy’ riot aftermath’, Courier
Mail, 21/07/2009.
The Black Power movement was often misunderstood in Australia. Their
fiercely independent stance was often interpreted as an act of open
hostility, not self-defence. This portrayal was not uncommon in the media
in the context of the coverage of political rallies and profiles on individual
activists.
At the same time the publicity bolstered the support for the Aboriginal
movement among those opposed to the dominant white middle-class
mainstream. The stance taken by radical black leaders had the effect of
empowering disenfranchised groups – blacks, women, and gays, antinuclear and anti-war campaigners alike.
Black Power was behind the move to set up self-help services for inner city
Aboriginal populations in Sydney in 1970-1972. It was a sign of an
increasingly organised and united community.
3.6 The Aboriginal Legal Service
In 1970 the Sydney police introduced an official curfew of 9.30pm aimed
at Aboriginal people in the inner city suburbs of Redfern, Newtown,
Alexandria and Chippendale (Redfern Oral History, 2009). Using a
draconian piece of legislation called the Summary Offences Act they
would arbitrarily detain people, charging them with offences such as
drunkenness, offensive behaviour and swearing.
A group including Garry Williams, Gary Foley, Isabel Coe, Tony Coorey,
Billie Craigie and Paul Coe formed to counter the attacks (ibid). Gary
Foley recalls the group was modeled on the patrols developed by the US
Black Panthers called ‘pig patrols’.
It was felt that by monitoring and keeping a record of police
harassment of the community they might be able to build a solid
database of information that they might then use politically to
alleviate the situation. Thus the information gathering began one
Saturday night in 1969 when young activists began observing and
collecting information on the regular police raids against the Koori
pub, the Empress Hotel in Redfern (Foley 2001, pp.8-9).
Representatives of the group spoke at university campuses and trade
union meetings to highlight the problems they faced on account of their
Aboriginality. Law student Peter Tobin brought the issue to the attention of
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Professor Hal Wooten, the Dean of Law at the University of NSW, who then
attended meetings with the Aboriginal activists. Wooten enlisted the
support of a number of other prominent lawyers to help deal with the
police, and drafted a submission on behalf of the group to set up a
storefront legal office in Redfern (Redfern Oral History, 2009).
The Aboriginal Legal Service provided legal representation enabling many
Kooris targeted by police to present a defence in court for the first time,
instead of just pleading guilty (Lothian 2007, p.26). A similar campaign in
Brisbane drew attention to the draconian powers of arbitrary detention
used by police to harass blacks under the Summary Offenses Act. The
Legal Service established in Redfern was expanded to cover not just
Brisbane, Melbourne and Adelaide, but eventually all capital cites and
major regional centres throughout Australia.
3.7 Aboriginal Medical Service
At the same time the legal service was set up, there came a push to
address the continuing downward slide in medical health in Aboriginal
communities. In the film Ningla A-Na (1972), Dr Fred Hollows, a world
expert on the eye disease trachoma, described Aborigines in some
communities as “virtually in a state of famine”. He was appalled by the
levels of general malnourishment in many communities and the
combination of eye, ear and chest infections.
The Aboriginal scene has deteriorated both absolutely and
relatively in the last 25 years. And certainly on an individual level
and in terms of the community the situation is extremely urgent. And
what is so annoying is that this could, it’s so small. It’s a tiny
proportion of the total Australian population. (There’s) less than
200,000 Aborigines. And as Professor Roley says, he describes them
as the unnecessary minority. Thank God the Aboriginal population is
moving and it’s their movement that will decide whether or not
these things will come about. Certainly the initiative has not come
from white Australian society.
A number of key figures from the Redfern scene came together to set up
a local medical service for those not willing, or able to access mainstream
medical services. The emphasis again was on Aboriginal controlled
community health care, run initially by volunteers - a doctor, a nursing
sister and field officer. The first field officer was Shirley Smith (Redfern Oral
History 2009). The following year in 1972 Naomi Mayers was appointed
coordinator.
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In a sign of how little things have changed, in September 2009 the
National Indigenous Health Survey found that 1.9 percent of Indigenous
adults were blind, over six times the rate of non-Indigenous adults. 94% of
vision loss is preventable or treatable (Snowdon 2009).
Those involved in the early days of the Aboriginal Health Service at
Redfern included Naomi Mayers, Gordon Briscoe, Shirley Smith (Mum Shirl),
Chicka Dixon, Fred Hollows, Gary Foley and Roberta Sykes. There are
various accounts of who played what role, including accounts by Roberta
Sykes (1989, pp.190-193) and Stuart Harris (1972, pp.62-63). And Chicka
Dixon recalls an interesting meeting with Fred Hollows:
Fred Hollows came to me and my lady. Fred didn't ask you, Fred told
you "You're comin' to a meeting". That's how he spoke. Went over to
Redfern, a little church on the corner there. There was me, Elsa my
lady, Shirley Smith, Gordon Briscoe, Gordon Nelson, Fay Nelson, and
two Catholic Nuns. Sister Ignatius, she was 80 something, and Sister
Margaret. Shirley Smith and Fred were mad Catholics, they started
having a row. “Fuck you prof”, Shirley Smith said, Fred said, “Fuck
you too Shirley Smith”, and I got embarrassed because there were
two nuns sitting there and I put my head down and old Sister Ignatius
said: "Don't worry Chicka, we know Fred and Shirley", and Fred said:
"Say a few hail Marys for me then sister”. So he said: “Tomorrow
morning, at number one Botany Road, there's a little shop frontage,
we are going to open the first medical service. Shirley Smith is going
to be the field officer”. The doctor, McLeod his name was, rode a
pushbike, had a big beard and smoked ganja. He was alright. He
(Hollows) said; ”I'm going to pay for his wages, Shirley Smith's wages,
the nurse’s wages, and rent for six months out of my own pocket.
You, you bastard”, he said to me. “You'll lobby to keep it going”.
And that's how it happened. Then it mushroomed all around Australia
(McLaren 2007).
The Aboriginal Medical Service expanded to establish a breakfast
program for children, and gained federal government funding to start
paying employees. The initial Redfern service became the model for
Aboriginal community controlled health organisations, which now operate
in over 140 locations around Australia.
3.8 The Aboriginal Housing Company
The Aboriginal Housing Company, like the legal and medical services was
set up in the Redfern area, the Aboriginal heartland of Sydney. The
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account of its early days is documented in Bob Bellear’s Black Housing
Book (1976).
In November 1972, a group of fifteen people appeared in court
represented by the Aboriginal Legal Service. Their crime was to live and
drink alcohol in abandoned homes owned by absentee landlords. They
were charged with trespassing, but due to legal representation were
discharged into the care of three priests from the Redfern Presbytery.
Kaye Bellear and the three priests set up temporary accommodation in
the church hall for the fifteen, but it quickly grew to fifty as the news
spread. South Sydney Council then served an eviction notice and
threatened to fine the church. This forced the move to new premises. The
church then took out a lease on run down premises in Louis Street,
Chippendale. But the owners of the property tried to back out and evict
the group. The group dug in and pushed for squatters’ rights.
The group gained support from the Builders’ Federation (BLF) to make the
buildings habitable. The union also placed a ban on the site to prevent a
proposed redevelopment from proceeding. Eventually a committee was
formed with Aboriginal community support and trade union
representation. It succeeded in gaining a $500,000 grant after meeting
with the Aboriginal Affairs Minister Gordon Bryant. From there, the
Aboriginal Housing Company continued to consolidate and grow.
The Aboriginal Housing Company became an important addition to
growing number of Aboriginal controlled community services. Redfern
had a highly transient population, but short-term residents could also gain
access to these support services. While the legal, medical and housing
services survived and branched out to other locations, the Black Theatre
could not be sustained.
3.9 National Black Theatre
The all Indigenous theatre company, National Black Theatre had its origins
in the trip to the United States by five members of the Aborigines
Advancement League In 1971. One of the five, Bob Maza, shared the twin
passions of political activism and theatre – he saw the two as inseparable.
Bob Maza toured Canada and the USA studying set ups such as the
National Black Theatre in Harlem, where he stayed with its founder
Barbara Ann Teer (Casey 2004, p.36). According to Maryrose Casey,
“Inspired by his experiences of First Nations and African American theatre
in Canada and the United States, he wanted to produce explicitly
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political theatre drawing on Aboriginal traditions in performance and
content” (ibid).
Bob Maza came back from North America determined to emulate in
Australia the polemic, issue driven theatre he had experienced overseas.
He became pivotal in the establishment of Black Theatre in Redfern
providing an avenue for the expression of ideas associated with black
power.
Black theatre was a consciously political undertaking from the
beginning. The performers and writers involved aimed to put
forward what they saw as a specifically Aboriginal view of social
reality and to challenge White audiences. NBT was consequently
often described as ‘protest theatre’, but its function was much
broader. It was actively intent on exploring those factors that
constituted Aboriginality. The theatre’s creative works were to be
used as tools for recovering a different historical tradition and for
putting forward Aboriginal narratives of dispossession. They would
counter White-controlled images of Aboriginality and promote
Black pride (Lothian 2002, p.3).
The National Black Theatre Group saw Bob Maza perform alongside Gary
Foley, Zac Martin and Aileen Corpus in the early production of Basically
Black at the Nimrod Theatre in Sydney. It ran for six weeks, with the last
show on the night of 2nd December 1972, the night of the federal
election. A television with live coverage of the vote count was playing in
the foyer while the actors performed in the theatre (Foley 2008). Black
Theatre went on tour through Far North Queensland, chosen as a location
as it was deemed to be the most racist population in Australia and
therefore in greatest need of an education.
Earlier in 1972 the group’s political theatre had taken centre stage at the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra. Theatre performances were used to
raise awareness, to talk about political issues without suffering the effects
of police brutality (Smith, in Casey 2004, p.45).
Black Theatre lead to breakthrough roles in Australian television, with
Indigenous Australians depicted perhaps for the first time as essentially like
anybody else. This helped breakdown deeply entrenched racially
grounded stereotypes. The theatre's creative works were to be used as
tools for recovering a different historical tradition and for putting forward
Aboriginal narratives of dispossession. Black Theatre countered whitecontrolled images of Aboriginality and instilled black pride (Lothian 2007,
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p.24).
The services developed in the early seventies in Sydney’s inner suburbs
around Redfern marked a transformation in service provision that
propelled a growing empowerment. The ground was shifting, opening
doors to new possibilities. As Aboriginal Embassy founder Michael
Anderson saw it, all the various strands added up to the same movement.
The right to self-determination came out of the black power
movement which we were all involved in at the time. We were
adopting a lot of the initiatives that were being adopted in the US to
overcome the poor and being neglected, and that was setting up
breakfast programs for our children so they could be educated and
well informed at school. People like Fred Hollows came on board and
offered his services, free medical services and of course legal
services. Hal Wooten was one of the fellas behind the push to work
with us… and of course Gary Williams and Paul Coe were the main
architects of the legal service. We were all there working for one aim
(McLaren 2007).
The emergence of Aboriginal service, advocacy and cultural
organisations reflected growing assurance in the community’s ability to
manage its own affairs on its own terms. The seeds of self-determination
were being sewn, but the dreams of greater service provision would rely
on the ability to attract ongoing government funding, and to stay unified
as one movement.
3.10 Self-Determination
The struggle to find a unique voice in the Aboriginal community speaking
on behalf of urban, regional and remote Indigenous communities was
realised in the period of 1970 to 1972. The Aboriginal Tent Embassy
became a symbolic expression of many differing causes that united
disparate communities across Australia. Chief among them was the call
for Aboriginal title to land. Without Aboriginal Land Rights, selfdetermination would be an empty shell.
In the case of urban Aborigines no longer living on traditional lands and
with no ongoing attachment or claim to particular sights, land rights
claims were converted to calls for financial compensation through legal
recognition of Aboriginal sovereignty.
The filmic representation of this period includes events such as the 1967
Referendum, the Freedom Rides, and the development of self-help
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services in Redfern. This historical backdrop would be included as essential
contextual information in the documentary feature proposal, discussed as
part of this dissertation.
Self-determination as it came to be known, otherwise referred to as selfmanagement or self-help, became the lynchpin enabling the community
to move forward on its own terms. As ideas developed and grew around
self-management, the calls from within the community became louder for
government authorities to step back and hand over the control of key
resources and decision-making bodies to Aboriginal people.
Splits occurred in organisations like FCAATSI where white people essentially
ran Aboriginal organisations. This led to the formation of new groups to
perform the same roles from a black perspective. The power shift would
also be reflected in a growing militancy amongst those unwilling to wait
for the slow pace of bureaucratic change. Those campaigners unable to
wait voiced their demands for self-determination on the streets through
direct action.
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4.1 The Embassy goes up
An understanding of who did what to whom and when, lies at the centre
of the Aboriginal Embassy story. A detailed account of events here will
hopefully help to address what at times is a somewhat fragmented story
with occasionally contradictory versions of specific events. This may be in
part due to a reliance on oral histories, which by their very nature are not
intended to focus on historical ‘facts’. Chapter Four is a summary of key
events taken from a wide variety of credible sources.
The Aboriginal Tent Embassy was the direct result of the growing
politicisation of a discriminated minority. It had reached the point where
Indigenous Australians were faced with the choice of fighting back, or
allowing the government to integrate them into the mainstream
population. This would have resulted in the virtual obliteration of a 40thousand year old culture. The time had arrived for a new kind of
enterprising indigenous culture.
The emerging Aboriginal medical, legal, housing and services won
support from some trade unions, the Communist Party, progressive
students and others. Some legal, medical and media professionals were
more than willing to lend their efforts to the cause. It was to mark a new
beginning.
On the 25th of January 1972, on the eve of the annual Australia Day
celebrations marking the anniversary of colonisation, the Prime Minister
William McMahon released a statement outlining his government's new
position on Aboriginal Affairs. The statement was the result of a special
Cabinet committee established in May 1971 to develop policies for
Aboriginal advancement and came in response to the Northern Territory
Supreme Court land rights decision of the same year.
It was widely anticipated the government would deliver a form of land
rights in response to the Yirrkala and Wave Hill campaigns. But it didn’t
happen. Aboriginal Australians were offered instead a new form of land
lease called a general purpose lease. It would include stringent
conditions, and exclude all mineral and forest rights. The offer fell well
short of expectations.
McMahon's five-point 'Statement of Objectives' rejected land rights in line
with the findings the case brought by the Yolngu people of Yirrkala
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against Nabalco. In response to calls for adopting formal recognition of
traditional association to land, McMahon’s statement said:
... to do so would introduce a new and probably confusing
component, the implications of which could not clearly be foreseen
and which could lead to uncertainty and possible challenge in
relation to land titles elsewhere in Australia which are at present
unquestioned and secure (McMahon 1972).
Simply put, the government wanted to continue to deny the concept of
land rights in the Northern Territory, or in any other Territory or State in
Australia.
A Sydney group referred to as the Black Moratorium was made up
principally of black power activists who had been meeting regularly in the
run up to Australia Day. They reacted swiftly to the government's
proclamations. Michael Anderson recalls:
There was a group of us that went back to Erskineville on the evening
of the 26th, because we wanted to work out a program of getting
people to protest against Billy McMahon. We sat down and we said,
well Billy don't work in Sydney, he works in Canberra. So we said lets
take the protest there (McLaren 2007).
Michael Anderson was the first peer elected spokesman for the Aboriginal
Tent Embassy. He volunteered for the trip that night along with Billie
Craigie and Tony Coorey. They picked up a fourth member, Bert Williams
(who took the name Kevin Johnson due to his parole status) on the way
out of Sydney.
The group was driven to the national capital by Noel Hazard, who worked
as a photographer for the communist newspaper Tribune. Anderson says
once they arrived in Canberra late that evening Tony Coorey fashioned
the idea of creating an ‘Aboriginal embassy'. They started with beach
umbrellas, as that’s all they could find to protect themselves against the
weather. The next day they were provided with a tent.
The initial placards fashioned out of marker pens written onto sheets of
cardboard read: WHY PAY TO USE OUR OWN LAND and DESTROY ARNHEM
LAND WE DESTROY AUSTRALIA. A few days later another sign was added,
WHICH DO YOU CHOOSE - LAND RIGHTS OR BLOODSHED? (Robinson 1993,
p.11).
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The group displayed a strong affinity with the Northern Territory as a
‘spiritual place’ in need of protection to "restore the pride of Aboriginal
culture" (The Age 28/01/1972). In the following days other key figures
arrived from Sydney, including Chicka Dixon, Gary Foley, Gary Williams
and Paul Coe. More supporters then arrived from Melbourne, Brisbane,
Adelaide and other parts of the country. A full list of participants compiled
by Adrian Atkins can be found in his article in the Koori Mail (Atkins 2003
pp.22-23).
4.2 Log of claims
In February, Michael Anderson released a five-point plan for land rights. It
was effectively a log of claims on the Australian Government. It
demanded:
1. Control of the Northern Territory as a State within the Commonwealth of
Australia, the parliament of the Northern Territory to be predominantly
Aboriginal with title and mining rights to all land within the Territory.
2. Legal title and mining rights to all other presently existing reserve lands
and settlements throughout Australia.
3. The preservation of all sacred sites throughout Australia.
4. Legal title and mining rights to areas in and around all Australian capital
cities.
5. Compensation monies for land not returnable, to take the form of a
down-payment of six billion dollars and an annual percentage of the
gross national income (Newfong 1972, p.4).
The first victory for the new Aboriginal Embassy came swiftly, if
accidentally. It became apparent that unlike a protest outside of a state
parliament where police had powers to remove protestors, the same
powers didn't apply to Aborigines camped on the lawns of the Federal
Parliament. Chicka Dixon recalls it was with a sense of excitement they
learnt the tents couldn't be removed.
See when I got there on the Friday the Member for Canberra was a
fella called Keppel Enderby, who later went to the High Court. So I
said to Keppel Enderby, what’s happening? What the hell's
happening? They haven't moved them. He said you found a gap in
their law, they can't move ya unless they introduce legislation. So we
put up eight tents then. And I became the Minister for Defence and
we gave ourselves portfolios. We painted the gutter: 'No Parking,
Aboriginal Embassy Staff Only'. And then we introduced the flag
(McLaren 2007).
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The first flag flown was black, green and red. The flag was made by
supporters in Sydney and flown at the Embassy in February. The now
internationally recognised red, yellow and black flag designed by Harold
Thomas went up at the Embassy in July 1972 (Dow 2000, p.3).
A second victory for the protestors came on the 8th of February when the
Labor Opposition Leader Gough Whitlam and local Member Kep Enderby
met with a delegation of a dozen or so Aboriginal ambassadors/protestors
(Robinson 1993, p.107).
Whitlam emerged from the meeting promising land rights for Aboriginal
people. This included commitments to legislate for a civil rights bill to end
all racial discrimination in the state's legal systems, to provide free legal
aid to Aborigines, and grant full state's rights to the Northern Territory.
Whitlam also promised: "Labor will absolutely reverse government policy
and allow ownership of land by tribal communities" (ibid pp.107-108).
Aboriginal Embassy media spokesman John Newfong said the day was
"one of the greatest coups ever of the Aboriginal Advancement
movement” (Newfong 1972, p.4). He thought it highly significant that the
Embassy “managed to get such a heavy commitment from a party
seemingly so close to power". Newfong viewed Whitlam's responses in
positive terms, concluding the Opposition's promises "went a great deal
further than most people had expected" (ibid).
For Michael Anderson the day marked a key turning point that would
ultimately deliver widespread change once Whitlam came to power.
I think that was a very defining moment in the Embassy itself for the
opposition leader who would ultimately become the Prime Minister of
Australia, to actually come over to the Embassy with his entourage.
One of the key things that emerged from those discussions was the
fact that he made it very clear, you young fellas are doing a
wonderful thing in taking the fight to the Australian public and the
world in this case, because it attracted international media (McLaren
2007).
4.3 A uniting force
The roots of the Tent Embassy lay in the living conditions of disaffected
Aboriginal groups living across the country. Recognition of these shared
circumstances enabled groups across the country to campaign together
as part of a unified movement. The initial focus was very much on the
Gurindgi and Yolgnu campaigns from the Northern Territory.
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Knowledge of their campaigns for land rights had been steadily building
due in part to strong support from the union movement. In particular,
Frank Hardy’s book The Unlucky Australians (2006) documented the
Gurindji struggle from the inside. Parts of the book allow two of those
involved in the struggle, Dexter Daniels and Captain Major to tell their
story in their own words.
Frank Hardy himself took a prominent role in organising fund-raising,
consciousness-raising tours along the east coast of Australia targeting
union strongholds such as the Hunter and the Illawarra. Hardy and other
supporters like anti-racism campaigner (and later NSW politician)
Meredith Burgmann, spent time living in the Northern Territory to
experience first hand life in the communities they supported.
The remote Northern Territory and top end communities for the most part
still maintained a living connection to their tribal land, even if they had no
formal legal entitlement. In the southern states, the process of
dispossession and disconnection was far more advanced. But this was not
to assume that connection wasn't there, or couldn't be re-established.
In New South Wales, Aboriginal communities at Woodenbong, Brewarrina,
Boggabilla, Moree, Purfleet, Roseby Park, Wallaga Lake, and many others
were pushed off their land during the post-war era. At the very least they
were refused guarantees of leases that they thought had been secured
years earlier. But far from the expected result that their removal would
result in a disconnection, it many cases it simply served to strengthen
spiritual relationships to land (Goodall 1996, pp.348-349).
The way people talked about their land in 1972 opened out the
simple demand for land rights into the many dimensioned meanings
we have seen present at different times throughout the history of
colonial occupation in New South Wales. Even where the details of
traditional Law and the stories were no longer known, there was a
very clear awareness of traditional knowledge, of stories bedded into
the land, and of religious meanings and kinship relationships which
flowed from these stories. These stories, these meanings for land, were
the authority for the Embassy, and the basis for activism around land
in the 1970s (ibid).
As the Tent Embassy drew in activists from across the country in greater
numbers, the government plotted to bring it down. Denied the ability to
use police powers to simply march in and remove it through the Interior
Minister Ralph Hunt, the government announced its intentions in late
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February to introduce an ordinance able to deliver the legal powers it
required (The Age 2 January1972).
On the same day, Hunt’s political colleague, the Minister for Aboriginal
Affairs Peter Howson, reiterated his government's policy of offering general
purposes leases. He denied the type of ownership demanded by the
Embassy: "...the traditional Aboriginal relationship to land does not fit in
with what is known in the Australian system as freehold” (ibid).
The government's recalcitrance earned a stiff rebuke from Liberal
Aboriginal Senator Neville Bonner, who had tried to maintain a united
front in the face of the growing tensions. He told a student gathering the
Government should "get its head out of the white clouds and take a deep
long look into the black clouds gathering" (The Canberra Times 4 April
1972).
The Aboriginal Embassy’s ‘high commissioner’ Michael Anderson made it
clear the protestors would not be moved: “They will have to carry us off
our land and if they put us in jail we will only come back here and squat
again” (bid).
4.4 Media reaction
This escalation of conflict between the protestors and government
minister’s fuelled media interest. At first the coverage was cautious, with
media organisations not taking a clear editorial line. But as the
significance of the protest became more apparent and support beyond
the Aboriginal community grew, this in turn sparked greater media
involvement. It didn’t however weaken the government’s determination
to shut the Tent Embassy down.
It wasn’t just the local media watching the new paths being forged by the
Aboriginal movement in Australia. The New York Times ran a front page
article just days before the Aboriginal Embassy appeared. It documented
threats to Australian politicians, the emergence of the black power
movement and historical details of "massacre, oppression and neglect at
the hands of whites" (Trumbull 1972, p.1).
Prime Minister McMahon’s Aboriginal policy announcement of January 26
and the arrival of the tents on the lawn in protest, was watched with
interest from afar. Then early in March The New York Times revealed on
page 2 that a Tent Embassy delegation had been invited to conduct an
official visit of China (Trumbull1972, p.2). This came at a time when the
Australian Government didn’t recognise the communist People’s Republic
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of China. Australia’s chief ally the United States didn’t either, but
unbeknownst to Australia it was secretly working behind the scenes to
change this.
The Labor opposition leader supported recognition of the new Chinese
communists and moved quickly to capitalise on the political mileage that
could be made of the situation. Gough Whitlam’s personal visit to the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy received a prominent mention in the New York
Times article. The article also detailed the growth in the number of tents to
seven to accommodate up to 50 people on weekends. It mentioned the
vast numbers of letters of support from around the world with thousands of
dollars in funding from trade unions (ibid).
The New York Times correspondent Robert Trumbull quickly recognised
that a new political force had arrived in Canberra. Some Australian
observers also quickly picked up the international implications of the
Aboriginal Embassy. For example Jack Waterford, then an ANU student
and cadet with The Canberra Times newspaper (he went on to become
its Editor) watched as news of the Aboriginal protest spread around the
globe.
I mean the shock, the disgrace, the shame of it was quite poignant
and was fairly quickly appreciated by international media. In fact, I
think before February was out it had been the subject of television
programs through most of Europe, in Japan and in China which
came and paid a formal visit and invited Aboriginal people to visit
China during that period, and as well it was getting a lot of
coverage here (McLaren 2007).
Michael Anderson and Billie Craigie went to visit the foreign embassies in
Canberra to explain the need for an ‘Aboriginal embassy’. It served to
underline the Australian Government’s willingness to recognise and
welcome foreign nations, while ignoring the First Australians. This further
boosted international interest, maximising international embarrassment for
the government.
4.5 Turning point
Events moved quickly as the stand-off intensified going into the winter
months. The government stood firm on one side facing off against the
Aboriginal activists supported by students, trade unions, academics and
Communist Party sympathisers.
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Parliament rose for recess on May 25. By June 2nd Minister Hunt had
drafted an ordinance for the Tent Embassy's removal. He denied it would
be used before Parliament resumed (Harris1972, p. 97). A meeting of the
South East Asia Treaty Organisation with regional Heads of State was
scheduled for Parliament House on June 27, strengthening the
Government's resolve to remove the tents quickly.
Staff at the Aboriginal Embassy got wind that something was about to
occur on July 19, and started sandbagging the area in preparation for the
onslaught (The Canberra Times, 19/7/1972). The Labor Member for the
ACT, Kep Enderby described the imminent removal of the Embassy as "the
lowest thing the Liberal-Country Party Government has yet done", and
urged the Government to wait until Parliament resumed on August 15 so
the ordinance could be debated (ibid).
In the early hours of July 20 printed copies of the gazetted ordinance
were rushed from the government printing offices to the Commonwealth
Police in an effort to retain an element of surprise. The police were put into
action as early as possible. In just a few hours, all hell would break lose.
4.6 Embassy comes down: July 20
Pat Eatock was a self-described "Green Valley housewife with a hoard of
children” early in 1972. Despite domestic commitments she travelled to
Central Australia early in the year to attend a meeting of the Federal
Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders
(FCAATSI). Once there she encountered deeply moving experiences
shared with Aboriginal women living semi-traditional lives. This included an
emotion-charged encounter with a matriarch from a large family who
had eight or more children under the age of three taken away from her
by white authorities (McLaren 2007).
Ms Eatock says the chance meeting became a turning point in her life to
formally recognise and openly acknowledge her previously denied
Aboriginality. After the encounter she was no longer prepared to live a
regular suburban life. Pat Eatock returned to Sydney to pick up her threemonth-old baby and headed to the Aboriginal Embassy in Canberra to
share her experiences of the FCAATSI conference (ibid).
Pat Eatock then moved permanently to Canberra where she picked up
work at the Commonwealth printing office. An earlier government job
was terminated when she was found to have published an article
advocating for Aboriginal rights. She arrived for work at the printing office
at nine am on Thursday July 20 and overheard talk in the next room that
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the new government gazette coming off the presses that day contained
the much anticipated government ordinance making it legal to remove
the Tent Embassy tents. Once published it would automatically become
law (ibid).
Pat Eatock knew it was time to act. She hastily organised carers for her
various children, then left work on the pretext of being ill. But instead of
going home, she fled directly to the Aboriginal Embassy to break the news
of the impending police raid. The ordinance would be coming out within
the hour. But it was already too late as the police were on the doorstep
(ibid).
We had about 30 people there and we surrounded the tent, and
we locked arms and we held our hands together like this and made
a protective circle facing outwards around the tent. And at ten
o'clock, right on the button, around the corner came about 70
police and we were outnumbered about three to one. They just
knocked everything everyway (ibid).
Accounts of how many people were involved in the ensuing clashes vary
greatly. One estimate has 70 protestors facing 150 police (Robertson 1993,
p.143). Regardless of the numbers, the violence that followed was filmed,
written about and analysed by the assembled media.
In the film Ningla A-Na a policeman is seen talking to Gary Foley and
Roberta Sykes. He is asking them to call off the crowd. When this fails, he
then seeks to address the group directly through a megaphone. The
assembled group of Aboriginal protestors and students become
emboldened. As the chants of 'Land Rights, Land Rights' grow louder and
louder, police move in to break it up the human chain surrounding the
Tent Embassy.
Roberta Sykes recalled the bedlam in her book Snake Dreaming (2001,
p.386):
We'd formed a circle, linking arms around the Embassy's central tent,
singing 'We Shall Not Be Moved' and watched as police tore down
all the other tents and threw away people's personal belongings. We
were then ordered to stand aside, and when we refused to do so,
we were attacked.
In all eight protestors were arrested, including Ambrose Golden Brown,
Billie Craigie, Gary Foley, Roberta Sykes and Gary Williams. Paul Coe was
knocked unconscious and taken to Canberra Hospital for x-rays. Eight
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police were injured, with one suffering a broken wrist and another a
broken finger (Robinson 1993, p.145; Canberra Times 21 July 1972, p.3).
Jack Waterford was with a group of students from the ANU defending the
Aboriginal Embassy from removal by police. He recalls (McLaren 2007):
The first one was a very hurried affair. The ink was scarcely dry on the
government gazette which had proclaimed this thing. We sort of had
a faint inkling this was coming up, there was hurried phoning around
and whatnot and by the time the first couple of cops arrived there
were probably about 60 to 100 people. It was a jolly good stoush, but
a fairly disorganised one.
The clash was captured by television cameras and broadcast into the
homes of Australians far removed from the scene. The newspaper
reportage the next day, July 21 was widespread with significant coverage
in most capital city newspapers, including The Sydney Morning Herald, The
Canberra Times, Brisbane's Courier Mail, and The Melbourne Sun. Many of
the papers also carried editorials.
The Canberra Times and The Age both carried editorials the next day
condemning the violence. The Age called it "ugly" and "a tragedy", and
warned that the Government's approach "might have established
violence as a new symbol of black-white relationships". The Canberra
Times took a slightly different line, describing the Tent Embassy as a
"dignified and effective" protest, and labeled government progress since
the 1967 referendum as "confused, reluctant and inadequate".
Melbourne’s Age newspaper, despite condemning the violence also
endorsed the government’s criticism of the Embassy’s existence saying,
"should never have been allowed to stay there".
The Australian based London Times correspondent Stuart Harris wrote of
the political shift occurring around the Embassy and the newer generation
of forward thinking Australians more likely to endorse the aims of the Land
Rights agenda.
The whole embassy affair had been important because, on
television, all Australians had been able to see how in the end the
Aborigines had been helped and comforted by white Australians,
young and middle aged. Also, the experience of the embassy, and
especially the brutal way it was ended by government, brought
many older and perhaps more conservative Aborigines in behind the
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young radical leaders, after much initial doubt and suspicion of their
motives (Harris 1972, p.98).
4.7 Embassy re-established: July 23
Far from the McMahon Government learning from the exercise, the whole
episode would be played out again, with more protestors, police,
violence and arrests, just three days later on July 23.
In the days leading up to the second clash a number of meetings were
called to negotiate a solution, but the inability of the government offer
any real concessions doomed the talks to failure. The Aboriginal Embassy
representatives weren’t prepared to back down and leave without any
assurances the government would reconsider its stance on Land Rights.
On the Sunday morning, a large contingent of around 200 people
emerged to resurrect the Aboriginal Tent Embassy on the Parliament
House lawn. They formed concentric circles, linking arms and chanting
the now familiar slogan: LAND RIGHTS NOW!
Upwards of 200 police marched forward from the rear of the parliament in
neat columns. A short warning was issued, and then the battle was on
again. Chicka Dixon recalls: “All these police came down, the 'storm
troopers' and they were into us, god almighty. Threw a little girl… then
kicked her in the spine”(McLaren 2007).
That ‘little girl’ was most likely Jenny Munro (nee Coe) who was still a high
school student in Cowra at the time. She travelled to Canberra to support
her brother Paul and sister Isabel in the struggle, then somehow got
caught up in the violence.
We had all the women on the outside, and they basically just
attacked us the police, on that day. The police attacked us all. How
I got involved in that was they were bashing my brother Paul and I
just laid on top of him so they couldn't hit him, and police grabbed
me off Paul then they grabbed him and threw him in the back of the
police van (McLaren 2007).
A deliberate strategy was adopted on this occasion to put women on the
outside, in defence of the main tent, which served as the office. For Jenny
Munro’s sister, Isabel it was also her first experience of direct action, and
one she would never forget: “I thought I was going to die there that day.
We all stood around the circle holding arms, the women were on the
outside of the circle and the men were behind us” (McLaren 2007).
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Roberta Sykes recalls armed police storming across the lawns to violently
confront demonstrators, men and women alike: “I was a marshal that day
(and) one of the first to be knocked out of the way with the lines of police
running over me (Sykes 2001, p.388).
Pat Eatock was trampled and nearly suffocated as she lay on the ground:
“I was on the ground underneath, and all I saw were these … feet, legs
and shoes. I couldn't get up, I couldn't move and I was thinking to myself,
this is what its like to be trampled to death” (McLaren 2007). Eatock says
she eventually bit onto the back of somebody’s leg to gain leverage, and
was pulled into an upright position. She heard a woman scream out
“there's someone under there” causing people to grab her legs and drag
her out (ibid).
The clashes during the second rally resulted in eighteen arrests, of both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal protestors. Nine demonstrators were taken
to hospital with four kept in for observation overnight (The Canberra Times,
24/7/1972). A number of police also suffered injuries. Five received
medical treatment at Canberra Hospital, two of them for bites (ibid).
As well as the clash where the protestors gathered around the main
Embassy tent, a number of other tussles took place to the side. Jack
Waterford witnessed one particularly brutal stoush:
Pretty soon they were wresting with each other and so forth and just
about over here (moves to the spot) there was one of those pop-up
taps and it was a little bit above the ground (sound of rumbling
thunder in background) and there was a copper wresting on it with a
student and they were both fighting very hard. And the cop lost it
and began picking up the student's head and banging it (more
thunder). Now I had just got out of a wrestle and I saw just over there
the head of the special branch who I knew quite well from long years
of student thingos, and I grabbed him, and he came over with me
and we… basically pushed the student one way and the coppa the
other way. The coppa had lost it. The student I might say had lost it
as well. But had we not intervened I suspect somebody would have
died (McLaren 2007).
As the campaign escalated, it drew in more outsiders willing to play
support roles. At the forefront was a band of students including Waterford
from the nearby ANU campus. Jenny Munro recalls there were many
students involved, but those from the ANU were particularly committed:
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ANU (students) were certainly very very supportive. When (people
from the Embassy) wanted to have meetings, discussions they went
over there. They ended up drunk most nights at the fuckin' uni bar,
but they would start off with political discussions, just tellin' us how it
was, and what our next steps had to be (McLaren 2007).
A somewhat tense meeting at the ANU bar shortly after the Tent Embassy
was demolished on July 20 was captured on film in the documentary
Ningla A-Na (1972). In the context of a debate on what to do next,
Chicka Dixon advocated a peaceful plan of action. But Gary Foley and
Dennis Walker appeared fuelled by anger.
Gary Foley: "We should show these bastards that we mean business with a
Molotov cocktail!" Dennis Walker fired back: "And the next time we put
up the Embassy I think we should say, if you pull it down, we will reap some
destruction on you!" This provides an insight into how operations at the
Embassy didn’t always run smoothly, with disagreements over strategy
boiling to the surface on occasions. It also marks a reoccurring but
managed point of departure between key participants – their attitude to
the use of violence.
Eventually, it was declared the Tent Embassy would be erected yet again
on the following Sunday, with an even larger rally to show the government
just how much support the Aboriginal movement now enjoyed. It
remained unclear right up until the last moment if activists would carry
weapons to defend themselves in a more direct way against police
aggression.
With the news the Embassy would return again, hasty discussions with the
McMahon Government were arranged. Both sides maintained they
wanted to avoid a repeat of the violent clashes that occurred on the
previous two occasions. But from the outset there was little progress on
how that could be achieved.
The Interior Minister Ralph Hunt, and Minister for the Environment,
Aborigines and the Arts Peter Howson, were planning to meet with a
delegation to offer the use of a permanent building as a replacement for
the Aboriginal Embassy. But before the meeting took place the Prime
Minister heard about the offer and vetoed the plan (The Canberra Times,
29/7/1972, 31/7/1972). Internal government disagreement hampered the
already compromised efforts to negotiate a solution.
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The infighting was a gift to an Opposition Party already leading in the polls
in the run up to the election. Gough Whitlam took advantage of the
situation, reiterating his own party’s commitment to Aboriginal land and
mineral rights, while the government waivered and searched for a solution
(ibid).
On the eve of the massive demonstration planned for Canberra on July
30, Ministers Hunt and Howson flew to back to Canberra from Darwin. A
last minute meeting to diffuse the situation went ahead, but once again
no basis for a solution could be agreed to. The Aboriginal Embassy
delegation dug in, maintaining its right to demonstrate outside the
Parliament. An offer of a permanent building, or any other offer in
exchange for calling off the rally simply wasn’t acceptable to the activists.
They wanted a Canberra based headquarters for the movement on their
own terms, not those dictated by the government.
The Canberra Times (29, 31/7/1972) reported: “In the absence of concrete
proposals the meeting quickly degenerated into a series of recriminations
by the Aboriginals present of Government policy towards Aboriginals”.
At this point, there was every indication that Australia was to see its capital
city bloodied in a major clash between police and protestors (Robinson
1993, p.165). The situation was grim, but there were still options to avoid
further bloodshed.
4.8 The final push: July 30th
When the day of the rally arrived there was widespread anxiety on all
sides. Pat Eatock recalls she felt sick to the stomach at the thought of
what could happen if the violence erupted again.
I was just jelly. I was feeling so sick because it’s such a huge
responsibility to think you may have said or done something that
would cause somebody maybe the next day to die. You know we
didn't know what was going to happen (McLaren 2007).
Even the police were feeling the stress of having to enforce the
government's hard line approach. Jack Waterford was told that a number
of police called in sick ahead of the final push, so shaken were they by
earlier events.
They knew what was coming and I remember talking to some of the
cops afterwards. One of the things that happened on the second
Sunday morning was that about forty or fifty cops called in sick and
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most of them of course were not sick, but just had no stomach for
it (McLaren 2007).
The rally started at the Australian National University then moved through
the centre of town along the bridge and over the lake, finally turning east
towards Parliament House. Pat Eatock was one of the marshals,
responsible for searching people and removing any weapons. It’s her
recollection that very few weapons were confiscated.
Others involved in organising the rally have different recollections. Michael
Anderson believes a range of weapons were confiscated: “You'd be
surprised how many knives, how many knuckle dusters, how many metal
bars were thrown in a pile on the lawn before we marched. I was surprised
... they came to injure someone” (McLaren 2007).
It’s Chicka Dixon’s recollection that many of the group carried sticks, in
line with a decision at a caucus meeting held the night before. “We
decided to fight them, we decided to fight the coppers. That was our
intention. So we armed ourselves with little sticks” (McLaren 2007).
For Jack Waterford it was more about the attitude than the weapons
people may have carried.
There were people there who were ready to die, although a certain
amount of panic had removed some of the pick handles and so on.
Aboriginal people in particular believed this was the turning point.
There was no going back, and they had come there expecting I
think, somebody had used the word, this could be another
Sharpeville (McLaren 2007).
The inconsistency between the various recollections is some cause for
reflection, in that the historical accuracy of the moment is hard to verify.
For the purpose of this thesis the aim is not to locate an absolute truth, if
indeed one exists. But rather to arrive at an approximation drawn from the
various accounts. This approximation is then open to interpretation. The
greater the number of recollections from reliable witnesses, the greater
the approximate truth.
The number of people both watching and marching increased
significantly as they approached the lawns opposite the parliament. An
estimated two thousand participated, while half as many again watched
on from the side. A large banner proclaiming 'Free Black Australia' was
carried at the front of the procession.
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A scene from the film Ningla A-Na shows the rally arriving outside
Parliament House, flags and banners held high. The chant of LAND RIGHTS
NOW! echoes through the street. There are people all around the
procession moving out the way as the mass of people turn left past a
sandstone monument and move towards the lawn. A close up shot shows
hands re-erecting the tent. A straight line of police dressed in neat blue
uniforms marks out neatly the line beyond which protestors are forbidden
to pass.
This moment of high drama captures just how far the McMahon
Government was prepared to go in an effort to stop protestors from
exercising their democratic right to be heard. The police numbers were
overwhelming. The image of the crowd invokes a feeling of
claustrophobia.
Due to the significance of this film sequence from Ningla A-Na I chose to
use it in the short film pilot contained as an appendix to this thesis. It will be
discussed further in Chapter 8.
The final day at Aboriginal Embassy had an edgy festival-like atmosphere,
with police initially keeping a low profile. A large proportion of the
estimated 300 police on duty that day were lined up in the background,
watching on. The police became a human wall symbolic of the Aboriginal
impenetrability of the parliament.
The main tent was re-erected with the iconic ‘Aboriginal Embassy’ sign
hoisted above it. The Aboriginal flag flew on the lawn once again. Three
circles of human defenders formed around the tent, as before, in
anticipation of a police attack. A series of speakers addressed the crowd.
The speeches were punctuated with theatre performances acting out
now all too familiar themes.
Scott Robinson (1993, p.168) says despite earlier indications some were out
for retribution, rally organisers stressed repeatedly the need to keep the
day free of violence. The fact this message was getting through perhaps
gave police leeway to allow the event to continue well into the
afternoon.
The police it appeared were biding their time. For the next four hours
the demonstration remained in front of Parliament House. Around the
tent, groups of people sat and stood while Aboriginal people
engaged in chants and dance (ibid).
Once the bulk of the demonstrators considered they had achieved their
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objectives they marched back to the university. Many hundreds had
been bussed into the capital from all around Australia that day and had
to catch their buses home that night.
A small group remained. Some negotiations then occurred behind the
scenes and a small number of police were allowed in to peacefully
remove the structure. Scott Robinson (1993, pp. 170 -171) says negotiations
that took place were between the respected lawyer and academic Hal
Wooten, Labor MP Gordon Briscoe, and the head of the Commonwealth
Police, Ron Wilson.
Roberta Sykes (2001, p.390) has written that after police removed the
canvas tent and walked away, "quite a few of us were still there and we
whipped out another sheet of canvas and held it aloft with our hands”.
Police mistook it for another tent and raced back across the street to take
it away, only to realise it was hoax. The Embassy crowd had the last laugh.
According to Gary Foley, a conscious decision was made to avoid
bloodshed for the sake of the many youth and the elders in the crowd.
This tactic enabled the activists to take the moral high ground. “The
Indigenous activists regarded the action as 'a great moral victory' for the
movement, and it certainly represented the political high point for the
advocates of Black Power”(Foley 2001, p.16).
The event proved to be a success on a number of levels. The fact that the
Aboriginal Embassy was re-erected at all, let alone for much of the day,
showed the protestors were able to get their way with authorities.
Secondly, the aim of avoiding bloodshed was achieved. Thirdly, the event
was much larger than even the organisers had anticipated.
The event undoubtedly acted as a rallying cry to bring outsiders in the
Aboriginal movement together under the one banner on the national
stage. Once this was achieved, many on the periphery were happy to
get onboard and support the cause.
Students, intellectuals, trade unionists, and importantly members of the
general public, including members of the Liberal Party angered at how
Prime Minister McMahon and his government handled the whole affair,
were ready and willing to proclaim their support for a new agenda.
Scores of letters written to Prime Minister McMahon, obtained from the
National Archives of Australia, show the extent of outrage. Surprisingly they
weren’t just written by the usual crowd known to write to newspapers and
call talkback radio on many issues. The letters reveal large numbers of
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apparently white middle class and working class Australians writing to the
Prime Minister about the treatment of Aborigines.
For example, Mrs S.M.Dover of Sylvania Waters in Sydney wrote to Prime
Minister on July 22, 1972 having obviously run out of patience with the
government:
I am writing to you as a very disillusioned Liberal Party supporter and I
must say that the confrontation in Canberra last week must surely
earn the title of Another Enormous Commonwealth Blunder. I do not
think you could have handled the Aboriginal situation in a worse
manner…Do you realise what a golden opportunity you have
ignored? (PM’s Department 1972)
As well as individuals, many mainstream organisations wrote directly to the
Prime Minister to vent their distaste at the Aboriginal Embassy’s removal. A
group of ex-servicemen and women even threatened to hand back their
war service medals to the Governor General. Miss Jean Johnson, President
of the Ex-Services Human Rights Association of Australia wrote:
I desire also to record that the action of our Federal Government …
in the late night gazettal of the Ordinance and the removal of the
“Embassy” again, at 12.30am, with the prosecution of the people
previously charged made a matter of retrospectivity, deepens our
sense of shame and destroys our faith in the Parliamentary processes
of our country (ibid).
The Aboriginal Tent Embassy had the effect of drawing in many people
who may otherwise not have taken any notice of an Aboriginal protest
movement. Members of the public with no particular connection to the
issue turned out to view the spectacle because they felt a sense of moral
injustice being perpetrated by the government. They were afforded the
opportunity to see directly for themselves just exactly what was going on.
The Prime Minister was scorned from all sides. A self-described “very
disillusioned Liberal Party supporter” wrote:
I cannot understand your stubbornness in repeatedly deny to return
to our original Australians not only the title to their tribal lands but their
dignity and self-respect as well. Do you realise what a golden
opportunity you have ignored? Do you realise that there are an
enormous number of voters, like me, waiting to be convinced by your
actions (ibid)?
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Clearly the handling of the issue had reached far beyond those referred
to somewhat scornfully as the progressive do-gooders. By July 1972 the
issue was starting to tarnish Australia’s good reputation and image
abroad. Australia was no longer seen as such a tolerant law abiding
nation – it was revealing an ugly underbelly.
The treatment of the First Australians formed part of a wider crisis of
confidence in the McMahon Government. The government support in the
polls was collapsing, reflected a lapse in credibility. Gough Whitlam was
preparing to step in and steer the ship on a new course.
4.9 After the Embassy
When the Embassy came down for the third time it wasn't the end of the
campaign. Many of the key activists didn’t simply pack up and go home.
A number of intermittent actions continued in an effort influence the
public, via the media, to vote the Coalition out of government at the
looming December election.
Pat Eatock ran for Federal Parliament as an Independent using her
association with the Embassy to highlight the conditions faced in
Aboriginal Australia. Plans continued to take the protest "to the next level"
as Chicka Dixon called it, by sending an Aboriginal delegation to
communist China. This would further embarrass the Australian Government
in the eyes of the international community. After many organisational
difficulties a group of nine finally set off late in October for a month long
tour, taking in predominantly provincial areas of China where minority
ethnic groups lived.
Over two days in mid-August, the Australian Government convened the
National Conference of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory
Councilors in Canberra. The Minister for Aborigines, Peter Howson
described the 66 invited councillors as a ‘representative’ gathering. The
conference was quickly upstaged when ten representatives from the
Aboriginal Embassy walked out, making the Black Panther salute. This was
in protest at being refused voting rights (The Canberra Times 11/9/1972).
A number of the group including Chicka Dixon, Pat Eatock and Bobby
McLeod were famously photographed with tape across their mouths to
show they had been gagged. They were re-admitted to the conference
later in the afternoon and granted full rights (ibid). Under their influence
the conference voted to re-establish the Aboriginal Embassy, but the
government again refused to allow it (The Canberra Times 12/9/1972).
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A month later on September 12, the ordinance enacted by the
government to allow legal removal of the tents was successfully
challenged before the full bench of the A.C.T. Supreme Court. Justice
Blackburn found the ordinance was not properly implemented and it was
"therefore not operative at the time police purported to act under it"
(Robinson, 1993 p.179). The Aboriginal Embassy was then put up for a
fourth time the next day.
When the bill to restore the ordinance was passed through the parliament
at midnight, Queensland Liberal Jim Killen was so disgusted with the way
his government handled the debate he crossed the floor and voted
against the motion with the Opposition (ibid p.183). It still went through
with a majority of five votes.
The tents were removed again by police the following morning. Many
view this as the end point of the original Canberra Aboriginal Tent
Embassy. It was established again on many subsequent occasions for
various periods of time, but would never again carry the same unified
message with the power to attract sustained national media coverage.
A converted shipping container to act as the Aboriginal Embassy ‘office’
now sits permanently at the site but is not always occupied. The number
of associated tents fluctuates. On the anniversary of the Tent Embassy on
‘Invasion Day’ each it becomes once again a focus for political activity.
In August 1987, the Aboriginal Embassy Site officially located at King
George Terrace was formally listed on the Register of the National Estate
as a place of Indigenous significance. A bid in 2005 to have the Aboriginal
Tent Embassy site included on the Commonwealth Heritage list failed
(ABC Radio News, 3/11/2005).
This history of the 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy is the backdrop to the
proposed documentary film proposed in this thesis. What happened,
when and to whom guides the storyline for the documentary proposal.
These historical facts inform the characters and development of drama
around key events.
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5.1 The delegation to China
The influence of the Aboriginal Embassy extended well beyond political
and media circles in Canberra. It was embraced around the world. At
one point it was Roberta Sykes’ job to act as a roving international
ambassador for the Tent Embassy, promoting what it stood for during her
travels through the Pacific, the Americas, the United Kingdom and
Europe.
The single greatest success in terms of gaining a sympathetic hearing
abroad occurred in China. As a communist country, China was
ideologically the enemy of Australia’s liberal democratic government in
1972. But China was the most populated country on earth and an
emerging industrial and economic powerhouse, so its influence couldn’t
be ignored.
Today of course it’s interesting to notice the irony. Far from China proving
to be the major threat to Australia it was then considered to be, it has
turned out to be our economic savior. In November 2009, China was
Australia’s largest trading partner on the back of coal and iron ore
exports, according to the AFP (29/11/2009).
News that the communist Chinese Government had invited members of
the ATE to tour China first appeared in The National Times (14/2/1972). The
article provided details of an invitation extended to a twenty member
delegation. It stated the Australian Government had not been informed
about the trip. No source was attributed, but a follow up article in the
Sydney Morning Herald (16/2/1972) carried extensive quotes from John
Newfong.
Newfong pointed out that concerns with racism in Australia had already
been raised with Commonwealth nations including India and Canada,
and it was time to take the issues to non-Commonwealth countries like
China, where "ethnic minorities were well treated" (ibid). Once again, the
Australian Government was asked for comment and denied any
knowledge of the invitation.
Today the issue of how China treats its ethnic minorities is viewed in a very
different light. The campaign over China’s treatment of Tibet in particular
has resulted in strong condemnation worldwide. Though not an ethnic
minority, the political persecution of practitioners of Falun Gong since 1999
in China has also generated widespread condemnation of China’s
human rights record. In addition, China has the highest rate of capital
punishment of any country in the world, according to Wikipedia.
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Unmadeinchina.org puts the figure at an estimated 7,000 people per
year. Efforts were made to heighten these concerns in the lead up to the
2010 Olympic Games.
In early 1972 John Newfong worked hard behind the scenes to make the
trip to China a success. He knew it would put pressure on the Australian
government at a time when it was still reeling from the Tent Embassy
protests. The images of the same campaigners being welcomed by the
Chinese would speak volumes for how Australia treated its Aboriginal
population. In an effort to deter the delegation, government officials
behind the scenes sought to dissuade, intimidate and harass those
individuals thought to be involved.
The Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Peter Howson told the Sydney Morning
Herald (14/2/1972) applications for passports for the Aboriginal delegation
to China "will be dealt with in the same way as any other citizens of
Australia". But John Newfong directly challenged this assertion when he
pointed out how the government retained special powers "to say no to
any Northern Territory full blood Aborigine wanting to leave" (Canberra
News 17/3/1972). On these grounds Newfong, as the main spokesman for
the delegation, refused to reveal who would go.
When publicity for the trip grew, the Prime Minister stepped in. McMahon
ordered the government-owned carrier, Qantas be prevented from flying
the delegation out of the county. Chicka Dixon says it’s still theoretically
possible today to pull the same stunt:
McMahon gave instructions to Qantas not to fly us, and they refused
to fly us under an old Act. The Act is still there, no Aboriginal group
can leave Australia without special permission. It’s never been
repealed. So Air New Zealand stepped in and flew us (McLaren
2007).
The threats took a variety of forms. A number of the group worked for
government departments and were asked by officials not to go, placing
great stress on those individuals (Sykes 1989, p. 160). Some were warned
that leaving Australia to visit China could amount to a death sentence.
“White Australians said we would not come back. Some even said we
would be locked up and even shot... They tried to intimidate us” (Courier
Mail, 16 November1972).
Of course no such thing eventuated. The group left Australia bound for
China via New Zealand, with a smaller number than originally anticipated.

66
The party was made up of nine individuals; four women and five men
representing nearly every state and territory in Australia.
Those who eventually embarked on the tour were Ken Winder from
Western Australia, Lilla Watson and Cheryl Buchanan from Queensland,
Ruby Hammond from South Australia, Lyn Thompson (nee Craigie), Gerry
Bostock, Chicka Dixon and Terry Widders from New South Wales, and
Phillip Long from the Northern Territory. Others including John Newfong
and Roberta Sykes withdrew shortly before departure (Identity, July 1973).
The group flew to the capital Beijing where they distributed red and black
buttons calling for ‘Land Rights Now!’ They showed the film Ningla A-Na to
hundreds of Chinese students and officials in the Great Hall of the People.
For Chicka Dixon, the tactic promoted by John Newfong of going
overseas to a non-Commonwealth country to embarrass the Australian
Government was highly effective: “I went to China to unload Australia. I
tried to tell the young politicos at the time, forget about street struggle, it’s
finished, it’s old hat, forget about it. You've got to aim for international
embarrassment” (McLaren 1972).
The Embassy’s China delegation played to both the fears and
anticipation generated Gough Whitlam’s visit to China the previous year.
Whitlam had made clear his intention to establish diplomatic ties with the
communist regime. This contrasted with the Australian Government’s
continued backing of the old Chinese Government in exile in Taiwan.
Australia’s official position reflected that of its greatest ally, the United
States. But communist China’s role as rogue state was changing rapidly.
In July 1971, National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger secretly visited
Peking and laid the groundwork for President Richard Nixon’s formal
recognition of China. Diplomatic ties were established soon after. For
Chicka Dixon, Nixon’s recent visit was highly significant, not to mention
humorous.
I got up in the Great Hall of the People and I said; "Recently", and I
speak rather rapidly and I watched our four interpreters, they sort of
couldn't keep up, so I got to the stage where I would sort of one line
it, nod, and then one line it and nod. So we got into this nodding
business. "Recently," I said, "you've had a very very evil man visit you,
evil man! His name was Nixon". He went in three weeks before me.
"But have no fear, (now) you've got Dixon". It brought the joint down.
So I presented them with Ningla A-Na, right. The ASIO mob grabbed
Ningla A Na. They said: “What's this?” I said: “Its a cultural film”. So
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they gave it back. They tried all sorts of things (McLaren 2007).
When Prime Minister McMahon found out about Nixon’s visit he wrote
expressing continuing loyalty to the United States, but his hurt and
confusion at not being informed seemed evident. He wrote:
We have felt obliged to criticise many of the things which Mr Whitlam
said and did in Peking including some quite gratuitous attacks and
criticism of our friends and allies including the United States and
indeed his reference to the need for you yourself to change your
policies or get defeated … But great confusion has now been
created by your announcement of 16th July. I am being asked to
explain how the United States can honorably do things which
Australia cannot do (Dept of Foreign Affairs, 1971).
5.2 Recognition from abroad
The idea to use China as a wedge to embarrass the Australian
Government to act in favor of its Indigenous people was used to great
effect by John Newfong. Newfong instigated and developed
relationships with the Chinese knowing full well it would end
up in most newspapers around the country. But perhaps more importantly,
it would flag the issue of ongoing colonial oppression with anti-colonial
nations and amongst nations and groups still fighting against
dominant colonial powers.
Jack Waterford points out how John Newfong successfully lobbied the
foreign embassies in Canberra to publicise the Aboriginal Tent Embassy.
In some respects, under John the embassy really was an Embassy
because there were lots of diplomats in the town who reported
regularly on Australia, and because of the general publicity, were
feelings that it was necessary to report on the political aspects of the
Aboriginal Embassy. Which for the first time made them report back
to their own home countries about Aboriginal Affairs as an issue in
Australia. To John belongs most of the credit for that sort of thing
(Kearney 1999, p.40).
Also active in promoting the Australia’s Aboriginal Embassy abroad was
Roberta Sykes. Sykes notes in her book Black Majority (1989, pp.148-184)
how she had been selected to go to China and was planning to join the
group, but at the same time received an invitation from Australian
expatriates in England to visit there. After consultation she settled on the
second option.
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Sykes draws comparisons with Black American entertainers “who seemed
to be able to come and go into Australia freely” while Blacks in Australia
were yet to break the “conspiracy of silence” which surrounded them
(ibid, p.163). As Sykes notes, there were many obstacles to overcome,
and the Aboriginal Embassy was a tool to tackle them.
The Aboriginal Embassy, with its attendant publicity here and
overseas, had drawn attention to the existence of Blacks in Australia
and to the fact that something was wrong. It was up to us to inform
the outside world on the specifics of our predicament. We realised
the effort would require a great deal of imagination and ingenuity
from a people with no financial resources (ibid, p.163).
Sykes in 1972 travelled through the United Kingdom where she was
interviewed by several high profile television programs and newspapers.
Then it was on to New York to speak at the United Nations, followed by
Jamaica. It was just one of many trips she would make abroad promoting
Aboriginal rights in particular, and human rights in general.
Roberta Skyes obtained a PhD in Education at Harvard University in 1983.
Her extraordinary achievements were somewhat overshadowed by her
failure to clarify her heritage. She was criticised in sections of the
Aboriginal community and sections of the press, for not revealing her
lineage as the daughter of a white Australian mother and an AfricanAmerican father.
While Ms Sykes promoted the Aboriginal cause worldwide, her quest also
drew a lot of attention to her personally, with tags such as Australia’s
Angela Davis. She took on, or had bestowed upon her, a type of media
celebrity status. This contrasted with the China delegation. As a collective
group they also succeeded in gaining significant media coverage,
though of a different sort.
The most powerful message contained in the press clipping of the trip is
the simple expression of wonder and freedom from members of the
delegation. As individuals they faced many restrictions on their ability to
travel and associate with others. Suddenly they were experiencing an
entirely new freedom not previously thought possible. This highlighted just
how much better their lives could potentially be in Australia.
"We are being treated as human beings for the first time in our lives," said
Cheryl Buchanan (The Burnie Advocate 31/10/1972). "China is the first
country to recognize us as an ethnic group", said Bob Maza
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(www.kooriweb.org.foley/images/history/1970s/china/images/, accessed
3/8/2009). Lyn Thompson spoke of her sadness at having to leave: "We
had a wonderful farewell party in Canton and wept most of the time in
Hong Kong at the thought of leaving them" (Tribune 21-27/11/1972). And
Lilla Watson seemed to sum up the sentiment of many with her comment:
"This is my first trip out of Australia and it makes you realise what a racist
country Australia is" (ACT News 31/11/1972).
The delegation to China represented an extension of the role of the 1972
Aboriginal Tent Embassy in embracing a self-help or self-determination
philosophy, and outwardly campaigning for Aboriginal Land Rights. The
China delegation, coupled with Roberta Syke’s role as roving
ambassador, helped generated widespread media coverage overseas.
This then fed back into the Australian media, highlighting overseas
condemnation (which for the most part it was) of Australia’s White
Australia policy and other discriminatory practices.
By October 1972 the physical structure of the Tent Embassy had been
removed, so its influence and ability to attract media coverage in
Canberra had waned. From this point onwards many threw their efforts
into supporting the Federal Opposition’s campaign to defeat the
McMahon Government at the upcoming December election.
Though the tents themselves were gone, the legacy in terms of a unified
call for Aboriginal communities to have a greater say in governance and
economic issues would not dissipate from 1972 onwards. Aboriginal Land
Rights and self-determination became core values fought for by
progressive Aboriginal groups and their supporters. Those who opposed it
fought equally hard against it. The boundaries had been set and the
debate over independent cultural and economic development versus
integration into the mainstream would continue well into the future.
This same debate during the Howard years was often referred to as ‘the
history wars’. Interestingly in March 2003 the competing claims over our
history was referred to as the ‘black armband view of history versus the
white blindfold’ by the Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard (see
www.theaustralian.com.au/politics/gillard-takes-schools-back-to-basicsunder-national-curriculum/story-e6frgczf-1225835615868, accessed 9/3/10)
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6.1 Aboriginal activists as subversives
The leading figures in the 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy all have ASIO files.
Some have files hundreds of pages long spanning decades of
involvement in political activities the state found potentially threatening.
Activists within the Aboriginal community usually greet this information with
a shrug of the shoulders and a humorous story about some absurd
situation involving a spy situation.
When I asked Tent Embassy founder Michael Anderson about his ASIO file
he joked: “They got better photos in there than anyone else of all the
people I’ve met over the years” (McLaren 2007). Chicka Dixon says he
took the film Ningla A-Na to China and “the ASIO mob” following them
around grabbed it. But when he told them it was a “cultural film” they
gave it back (McLaren 2008).
In her book Black Majority (1989, p.161) Roberta Sykes tells the story of the
Aboriginal delegation to China being accompanied on the plane by “a
number of the grey suited men”. When the plane made an unscheduled
stop in Darwin, security agents disguised as air-conditioning men came
onboard. Underlying the absurdity of the situation one privately confided
to her: “I support what you people are doing – but I’ve got a job to do
too”.
Those with ASIO files may joke about reading the latest installment when a
new batch of files is released each year under the 30 year rule. But
scratch the surface and beneath lies a serious invasion of privacy which
appears to be based on race and political persuasion.
Sydney academic and former Sydney Morning Herald investigative
journalist David McKnight has closely studied the role of ASIO in relation to
left wing groups such as the Communist Party of Australia and Aboriginal
organisations. He says ASIO kept files on a lot of Aboriginal people and
groups because many of them came in contact with and were supported
by the CPA.
Something which we see as perfectly normal, like Aboriginal rights,
was seen as a subversive movement, a movement subjectively in
the interests of Soviet world domination. I mean it sounds bizarre
today, but that is how ASIO and many conservatives saw the
Aboriginal struggle (McLaren 2009).
This goes part of the way to explaining why there was such a deep level of
mistrust between McMahon Government ministers and the Tent Embassy
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activists when they sat down around the negotiating table. There was very
little willingness on behalf of the government to consult with Aboriginal
leaders for fear that they were in league with communists and radical
trade unions.
David McKnight says ASIO worked in the interests of the conservative
governments of the Menzies and post-Menzies eras. This occurred right up
until the falling out under the Whitlam Government.
ASIO always acted at the behest of the federal government and
that government up until 1972 was a conservative government.
And that government was very very worried in the late 60s by the
emergence of what it saw as a radical Aboriginal movement. ASIO
informed the federal government, and you can see this in the
documents today, that these radical Aborigines that were in touch
with the black struggle in the United States, they looked up to and
revered Black Power in the United States. And so for the
conservative coalition government in the early 1970s this was a
threat of major proportions (ibid).
Prime Minister McMahon’s clear rejection of the land rights agenda during
his Australia Day address of 1972 set the stage for the confrontations that
occurred throughout the year. In his government’s defense of the status
quo he invoked fears in the community, especially for rural landowners.
He warned that accepting a new form of land title effectively recognising
community connection to the land prior to European settlement in 1788
would create “uncertainty” and could “lead to a challenge in reality to
land titles elsewhere” (McMahon 1972).
At the centre of this conflict lay an ideological battle over the role of
Aboriginal people in Australian society. The First Australians want to be
treated equally with other citizens, while taking into account historical and
cultural circumstances. Many thought this is what the 1967 referendum
was about. But it turned out to be little more than a change to the letter
of the law to remove references in the constitution to Aborigines formally
having a lesser status.
The 1967 Referendum did nothing to enshrine in the Constitution the
special role of the First Australians in regards to historical and cultural
connections to the land and sea. By contrast, this role is prominently
promoted in a number of other countries with significant Indigenous
populations. This can occur via the country’s constitution, treaties, through
allocated seats in parliament, or through a combination of such
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measures. Many of these options have been explored in detail but not
adopted in Australia.
ASIO was used as a weapon in the ideological battle to gather
information to justify the continued distrust, and in some cases contempt,
for Indigenous Australians. For ASIO it was a case of guilt by association
with other groups on the Left, but tinged with an additional racial
element.
According to David McKnight, the trip to China served to reinforce the
deeply entrenched prejudice against Aboriginal activists and their
supporters.
I think ASIO treated the Aboriginal movement just like the leftwingers in the trade union movement, and the people who were
anti-bomb, but I think obviously there was probably certainly almost
a kind of contempt for Aboriginal organisations. It was thought for a
long long while that Aboriginal people would die out. And yet of
course that didn’t happen and they became very active and
energetic in their struggle and in a sense I’m sure ASIO saw them as
people who were discredited. I’m sure there was a strong element
of contempt and racism in the way they saw them. I think the fact
that Aborigines visited China, Red China as it was called in those
days and set out to talk about the conditions of Aboriginal people,
which would have fitted perfectly with the view that radical
Aboriginals were dangerous people, subversive people. AntiAustralian they probably would have called them, because they
had crossed the bridge, they had gone to the other side, gone to
Red China to criticize Australia. So that would have in a sense fitted
perfectly with the view that Aborigines were a part of, or their
demands were part of a subversive Marxist plot (McLaren 2009).
Aboriginal groups, especially those behind the Aboriginal Embassy were
targeted by ASIO for ideological, not operational purposes. There was talk
by some Aboriginal leaders of guerrilla movements, guerilla training in
China and explosives testing. But there is simply no evidence to show that
any military training occurred for this purpose, or than any so-called
militant Aboriginal groups took possession of military hardware.
Aboriginal groups differ markedly from terrorist groups they would at times
be associated with. Unlike the Baader Meinhof Gang of Germany, the
IRA, the Weather Underground or even the US Black Panthers, the Black
Panther Party of Australia and the Aboriginal Tent Embassy protestors had
no military training. Nor did they have a militaristic organisational base. This
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is in contrast to other extreme right groups operating in Australia at the
time, which were well armed, well trained and focused on terrorist-type
activities.
The lack of a real physical threat from Aboriginal groups didn’t stop ASIO
and its operatives from following, photographing, recording and trying to
infiltrate the BPPA, the ATE and other associated groups. The main interest
lay in establishing connections with the CPA.
6.2 Surveillance techniques
So how were they spied on?
David McKnight (McLaren 2009) says the first way ASIO gathered
information was simply by reading the Communist Party press, including
trade union and left wing newspapers. Secondly, they would recruit
people to become agents, who would then join Communist Party
branches or seek to infiltrate Aboriginal organisations.
Thirdly there were the technical means classically seen in spy films,
involving tapping phones, surveillance photography, and detailed
intelligence gathering to build up extensive files. And finally there were
spoiling operations whereby sympathetic media organisations would be
fed information, peddling untruths and smears in order to discredit people.
ASIO had a long running and deeply ideological distrust of groups
sympathetic to Aboriginal Australians. The Communist Party appeared to
be at the top of that list. The groups set up to support Aborigines were
communist fronts according to ASIO, established to provide the CPA with
a “broad base of mass support” (McKnight 1994, p.109).
In 1956 ASIO declared that ‘The aim of the Communist Party appears
to be to weaken the position of wealthy pastoralists and the
agricultural and mining monopolies in this country by encouraging
the growth of organised trade unionism among aboriginal workers’
(ibid).
In 1962 ASIO produced a major paper titled ‘Communist Party of Australia
Interest and Influence in Aboriginal Affairs’ (ASIO 1962). It purported to
spell out in great detail CPA policies on Aborigines, with attached
appendices outlining Aboriginal organisations said to be “Communist
fronts” or in which “CPA penetration is apparent” (ibid). It notes that the
only Australia-wide Aboriginal organisation at the time, the Federal
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Council for Aboriginal Advancement (FCAA) “is well penetrated by the
CPA” (ibid).
The paper cites an article printed in The Workers Weekly of 1931 on the
‘Communist Party’s Fight for Aborigines’ as proof that the Russian
international communist organisation, the Comintern was using Aborigines
as pawns in its revolutionary struggle against Imperialism. The ASIO
documents says:
The ultimate purpose of the whole program was to use the aboriginal
people as a means whereby, under the guise of helping an allegedly
oppressed colonial people’s movement and revolution, the CPA,
aided by the C.P.S.U., and its agencies, could work to overthrow
‘Australian Imperialism’ (ibid).
The report was leaked to a journalist from The Bulletin magazine as part of
a spoiling operation to discredit Aboriginal groups, most notably the
FCAA. The article outlined the CPA’s opposition to the government’s
official assimilation policy and named eight CPA members active in
Aboriginal affairs.
David McKnight (1994, p.187) says, “The article was typical of Cold War
red baiting. It damned the Aboriginal movement by highlighting the
communists who supported it and damned the communists for supporting
the outcast Aborigines”.
6.3 The Gurindji strike
ASIO’s ideological stance on Aboriginal and communist movements
continued into the 1960’s and 70’s. The spy agency took close note of
communist involvement in the Gurindji strike in the Northern Territory,
where the modern land rights movement first emerged on the national
stage.
Communist backed trade union support for the Gurindji campaign is
documented in Frank Hardy’s book, The Unlucky Australians (2006). Not
only does it outline Hardy’s own dedication to the Northern Territory land
rights campaign through strike action, it also demonstrates the support
unions around Australia generated for the campaign through fund raising,
particularly in the eastern states. The book is testament to the trust forged
between the Hardy and Northern Territory community leaders such as
Dexter Daniels. In a chapter given over to Dexter Daniels in the Hardy
Daniels writes:

76
I remember going to see Frank Hardy. He comes from Sydney and
writes books. I said to myself I must see him and I did. And I said to
him: ’What do you think of this Aborigines’ strike at Newcastle
Waters? And he said: ‘All right that strike’…And I asked him what he
thought about more Aborigines’ strikes, and he said: ‘All right, if the
Aborigines want to fight’.
The campaign to support the Gurindji travelled the country to areas with
stong trade union support such as Wollongong, the nation’s original coal
mining district. Mineworker turned Secretary of the South Coast Labour
Council, Fred Moore drove the campaign due to his respect and close
working relationship with Wollongong based Bundjalung woman, Mary
Davis.
Together they formed the Illawarra Branch of the Aboriginal
Advancement League, which supported a visit by Gurindji elder Vincent
Lingiari to the Illawarra. The organisation also levied industrial unions to
help fund the Northern Territory land rights campaign (Moore 2008). The
model established in Wollongong was emulated in other parts of the
country.
Clearly there were strong links between the Communist Party and the
Aboriginal land rights movement via the union movement. Some activists
like Chicka Dixon had learnt their politics through the trade union
movement and were fiercely loyal to it. Trade unions such as the WWF, BLF
and BWIU supported the Aboriginal cause as part of broader agenda
encompassing mainly environmental conservation, but also anti-war
campaigns, feminism and gay rights.
In the late 1960s, an informal alliance developed between the AntiApartheid Movement (AAM) and Aboriginal activists willing to campaign
against the South African apartheid. One of the conveners of the AAM,
Denis Freney was a well known Communist Party organiser. Noel Hazard, a
photographer with the Communist Party newspaper the Tribune, was also
part of the AAM. Hazard agreed to teach Aboriginal activist Gary Foley
photographic processing. Mr Hazard also drove the four founders of the
Tent Embassy to Canberra on the night the protest was to begin.
In another demonstration of common support, the Builders Labourers’
Federation was involved in establishing the Aboriginal Housing Company
in Redfern. This predominantly Aboriginal area near Redfern Railway
Station referred to as ‘The Block’ remains the most significant area of
urban Aboriginal land in the country.
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More examples can be found of the close working relationships between
the trade union movement, the CPA and the Aboriginal movement. The
fact that these alliances existed was used by ASIO to undermine and
discredit all Aboriginal groups.
6.4 ASIO’s communist dichotomy
ASIO deliberately misconstrued the aims of the communists and
progressive Christian missionaries seeking to assist remote Aboriginal
communities. For David McKnight, ideology broke everything down into
two groups – pro-communist and anti-communist.
In those days – and I mean up until the 1980s really – political and
social issues were seen in two ways, you were either with us or
against us. And if you were against us, meaning the Australian
Government, and western liberal democracies, then you were
acting in the interests of the Soviet Union (McLaren 2009).
One of the side effects of this ideological split was that groups perceived
by ASIO to be on the conservative side of politics could literally get away
with murder. The most famous of these according to David McKnight was
the Ustasha, a Fascist organisation in Croatia, whose sympathisers were
behind the 1967 bombing of the Yugoslav Consulate in Sydney and 1970
bombing of the Yugoslav Consulate in Melbourne (Timeframe 1977,
McKnight 1994). Also, the far-right Croatian Revolutionary Brotherhood
conducted secret military training in Australia then tried to launch an
armed uprising on the communist Yugoslav Government (ibid).
The Attorney-General Ivor Greenwood chose to ignore clear warning
signals about the threats from Ustasha. For David McKnight, the bombings
in Australia and attempted bombings in Yugoslavia by an Australian
based cell exposed the obvious deficiencies in Australia’s assessment of
these groups.
ASIO’s attitude to Croation nationalism and the bombings that
some groups in that community launched was part of the mindset
of the Cold War, that there were only two sides, and the anticommunists were on the good side. And if there were bombings by
anti-communist groups then either they were phony and there were
provocations to make them look bad or perhaps they were even
excusable because they were anti-communists. Because the
mindset was, the baddies are on the communist side the goodies
are on the anti-communist side, so if you were opposed to
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communism you could get away almost with murder (McLaren
2009).
6.5 ASIO and the Royal Commission
The embarrassing blunder by ASIO in 1972 ultimately resulted in the
downfall of the minister. When the Labor Party came to power in
December 1972, the security blunder proved to be one of the key events
triggering the Royal Commission on Intelligence and Security, run by
Justice Robert Hope from 1974 – 1977.
What Justice Hope found went beyond mismanagement and
incompetence. He found ASIO had pursued leftist radicals beyond what
was required for the purposes of national security. This was revealed in
May 2008 when papers relating to the Hope Royal Commission were
publicly released. The ABC (Sales 2008) reported:
George Brownbill was the secretary to the Hope Royal Commission,
the number two to Justice Robert Hope, who is now dead. Mr
Brownbill says these papers give new insights into the depths of
ASIO's inappropriate relationship with the conservative governments
of the day. "I should make it clear that we found a security service
that had been badly politicised," Mr Brownbill said…"The ASIO files
display numerous cases where gossip and tittle tattle and their socalled, quote "communist sympathies" was recounted to certain
figures in the Menzies government and then revealed in some cases
under parliamentary privilege. "As we found with later and more
detailed inquiry, much of this was no more than slander under
privilege."
ASIO didn’t go as far as the CIA in the United States, which had simply
declared the US Black Panthers had to be wiped out. Many were
executed in covert operations. In Australia there was no armed conflict,
but it was an ideological war fought with underhand and in many cases
highly illegal techniques that were never supposed to see the light of day.
Some of the techniques and range of targets were revealed in the ABC TV
series Timeframe (1977). The weekly half hour program was billed as a
series of ‘turning points’ in Australian history. Episodes broadcast on March
20 and March 27 focused on ASIO, with the second part ‘War on Dissent’
following, “ASIO’s paranoid surveillance of all things Left during the 50s
and 60s” (ABC TV online, 1977).
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‘War on Dissent’ interviewed former ASIO agents Ray Whitrod and Moya
Horrowitz about their roles carrying out surveillance at a time when
“almost any activity that was non-conformist or radical was regarded as
subversive, particularly if it was associated with the Community Party”
(ibid). The groups monitored because of their associations included the
anti-bomb movement, Aboriginal Rights and women’s organisations. The
program detailed surveillance of academics, a sports star, a church
minister, the painter Lloyd Rees and actor Chips Rafferty (ibid).
6.6 Surveillance of ABC employees
ASIO also probed the activities of media professionals if they appeared to
display communist sympathies. ABC employee Darce Cassidy fell into this
camp. Cassidy participated in the 1965 Freedom Rides, recording sections
of the trip for a radio documentary. He came from a conservative
background, but became involved with progressive politics through his
involvement with the ALP Club and a campaign to reform immigration
laws at Sydney University.
By his own admission, Cassidy says he was a left-wing social democrat,
but was nonetheless surprised to find out many years later he and others
at the ABC were under ASIO surveillance.
Peter Moore the head of the Indonesian section I think was under
surveillance, and some people in the newsroom were. They’re the
ones we know about. I suspect there were a lot more under
surveillance that we don’t know about. I don’t have any real
evidence for that but just assume that just because records of three
of four have become available. It doesn’t mean more weren’t
being watched (McLaren 2009).
Darce Cassidy says his superiors in the ABC knew about the surveillance
and this may have played a role in stifling his ability to gain a promotion.
David McKnight backs up the observation that part of ASIO’s work was to
stop people with so-called communist sympathies from getting ahead.
I think people who had the wrong views or had a past association
with the Communist Party were seen as a security risk. And in terms
of the ABC, because it was a government organisation, people
who could not be security cleared, as it was called, couldn’t get a
job there. And if they already had a job there then ABC
management was told, look you have Fred and Bill and Janice,
they’re all ex-members of the Communist Party. These are people
who are a security risk (McLaren 2009).
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Darce Cassidy’s suspicions about colleagues passing on information
about him were confirmed during a chance encounter years later.
DC: There was a guy I was at law school with and about ten years
ago. I was in the gym in the city and I ran into this bloke, y’know in
the showers. And we’re both standing there naked and he said, ‘oh
I’ve been watching you Darce’. And he told me he had been in
ASIO, or it might have been ASIS. This is a guy I hadn’t seen for thirty
years….
NM: So he admitted he’d been spying on you?
DC: Yeh, yeh.
NM: Did he say for what purpose?
DC: Just as part of his job in the security service.
NM: How did you feel about that?
DC: Um, he was a guy I hadn’t liked at the time, I remember
(laughs). Well I’d grown accustomed to it. I’d assumed it was
happening. In fact by that stage, I had known it was happening
(McLaren 2009).
The former law school colleague confessed to Mr Cassidy he may have
been a so-called ‘sparrow’. These were people employed by ASIO on little
or no salary to provide amateur intelligence. In some cases the
information they supplied was just plain wrong. Cassidy says there were
quite a lot of amateur spies who had a propensity to bungle things,
misinterpret things, or simply make them up.
6.7 New perspectives for a documentary film
A new filmic depiction of the events behind the Aboriginal Embassy would
include information about the surveillance activities undertaken by ASIO,
targeting members of the Aboriginal community and their associates. This
puts the existing historical knowledge in a new context.
The Tent Embassy campaign succeeded in generating a national
recognition for Aboriginal land rights despite the efforts of Australia’s
internal spy agency discredit its leaders and their objectives. ASIO and its
overseas counterpart ASIS, sought to stymie the Aboriginal Embassy’s
campaigns such as the trip to China. ASIO also sought to discredit
Aboriginal organisations by running smear campaigns about communist
influences, leaking information to sympathetic journalists to ensure
favourable reportage. In this way the intelligence service was working in
collusion with the conservative coalition government.
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The proposal for a film documenting these relationships will be talked
about in more detail in the Chapter 8. Original interviews with David
McKnight, Darce Cassidy and Jack Waterford act as a starting point for
an examination of this fresh perspective. Their observations are backed up
by government documents relating to surveillance and government
decision making obtained from the National Archives of Australia.
For the purposes of a feature length documentary film, more research is
required. It would be highly desirable to conduct interviews with former
ASIO operatives active during the late 1960s and early 1970s who could
talk about their role spying on the Aboriginal movement behind the Tent
Embassy.
6.8 Threats to freedom of association
The threat posed by ASIO and sections of the government to Aboriginal
campaigns raises wider issues around freedom of expression and freedom
of association in Australia. Many of these issues are still relevant today,
albeit in a different context. The issue carries a new relevance in the
context of curbed civil liberties amongst Islamic groups in the wake of the
9-11-2001 terrorist attacks. Islamic groups have become the latest target
of surveillance operations the world over.
This view that Arabs now occupy the unenviable position once held by
Aborigines in Australia in the way they are viewed as a security threat
is explored by Megan Davis and Nicole Watson in their essay on counter
terrorism laws (Borderlands e-journal, 2006). In backgrounding this
perspective, they provide a short history of the "draconian security
measures" used against Indigenous Australians. They find it started with
white settlement when the failure to classify Indigenous Australians as
British citizens meant they rarely received the protection of law; "rather,
the rule of law was often suspended in order to enable the violent
dispossession of Indigenous lands" (ibid p.2).
Davis and Watson argue draconian security measures were imposed
under the guise of ‘protectionism’. Police acted as so-called 'protectors'
by forcing the separation of indigenous communities into reserves. These
apartheid-like measures for separating sections of the population based
on race were dismantled in the 1960s, 70s and 80s.
Heather Goodall has pointed out in her book Invasion to Embassy (1996)
increased freedom of movement often coincided with the confiscation of
the land from Aboriginal tribes. Local authorities in New South Wales
moved Aboriginal groups off their traditional lands in order to provide
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white farmers with access to rich farmland. This had the additional effect
of breaking tribal bonds with land that had been maintained since the
European invasion.
The surveillance carried out on the Aboriginal Tent Embassy should be
seen in this context. It occurred at a time when many Aboriginal missions
were being dismantled, allowing a certain freedom of movement not
previously possible. Many reserves and missions up until this time were a
form of enforced incarceration. The human rights of Aborigines as citizens
were historically denied through the application of racially based laws. As
Davis and Watson (2006, p.1) explain: “This history reflects the insecurity of
human rights protection in Australia and is evidence that the rule of law
has seldom been universal in Australia, particularly when it comes to
indigenous Australia”.
The dismantlement of protectionism allowed for Aboriginal Australians to
obtain passports and travel overseas. Even here though, the experience
as documented by Roberta Sykes and others is that significant political
pressure had to be applied before passports would be issued. Skyes writes
of the difficulties she and others faced when seeking passports. She notes
it wasn’t until 1973 that the Migration Act was amended to allow ‘Blacks’
to leave the country (1989, pp 157-161).
The treatment of the 1972 Aboriginal delegation to China by the
McMahon Government underscored the treatment of Aborigines as
dissidents in their own country, unable to move freely without attracting
heavy surveillance. This situation becomes all the more obvious in light of
comments made by the ATE delegation to China, praising their hosts. Of
course the trip paid for by the Chinese was intended as a public relations
exercise, but can’t be viewed simply in these terms.
Parallels can be drawn between the late sixties/early seventies and the
Howard era from 1996 – 2007. The latter period was marked by milestones
such as government action to wind back the Mabo and Wik High Court
decisions, the abolition of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island
Commission, and the suspension of the Human Rights Act as part of the NT
Emergency Intervention. Many of the policies and safeguards that had
survived as the legacies of the Whitlam Government were wound back or
abolished under John Howard.
The NT Emergency Intervention would provide a relevant case study in
media ‘spin’ if space and time permitted here. There is a widespread
view amongst critics that the Intervention was a manufactured crisis that
in many cases served to further entrench Aboriginal disadvantage in
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remote and rural Australia. The argument has many perspectives, a few of
which can be touched on briefly here to draw parallels with the past.
Pat Turner and Nicole Watson in (Altman 2007, p.205) use the analogy of a
Trojan Horse to depict the NT Intervention as a political tool used by the
Howard Government to resume total control of Aboriginal lands. The issue
of child abuse is the trigger for that control. For Dr Naomi Mayers, the CEO
of the original Aboriginal Medical Service in Redfern, the NT Intervention
represents an extension of the wrong way to deliver Aboriginal health
care, via vast non-Aboriginal bureaucracies, “the very antithesis of selfdetermination” (Mayers 2007).
Part of the legacy of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy the resulting
introduction of self-determination as government policy, even if that
policy wasn’t effectively implemented. The Embassy set in motion wider
consultation procedures to give communities greater say in their
management. This went hand in hand with land rights. The Land Rights
Act (1976) set up two NT Land Councils as a step towards achieving a
limited form of local self-government.
The introduction of leases over Aboriginal land in exchange for new
homes, introduced under the NT Intervention, is a direct challenge to this
legacy. Greater government control and management over Aboriginal
land, the dismantling the national political platform provided through
ATSIC, and removal of rights to welfare afforded to other non-Aboriginal
Australians represents a step back from the hard fought measures won by
Indigenous groups in the late 60’s and early 70s.
In a summary of a key government progress report on the NT Intervention,
academic Jon Altman finds two years on; the media has lost interest in
the so-called ‘national emergency’. The waning in the momentum for
reform is matching by a long list of failures documented in the report
covering health care, education, law and order and domestic violence.
Once again he raises the problem of failure to adequately consult with
representative Indigenous organisations (Altman 2009).
In this context, the Aboriginal Tent Embassy serves as a reminder of just
what has been fought for and won in the past only to come under threat
when memory of the past achievements fades, or is allowed to be
eroded.
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7.1 Introduction
Part of addressing the role of the Tent Embassy in its struggle with the
McMahon Government and ASIO is to understand how the media
became the central forum for that struggle. The ideological battle
between the supporters of Aboriginal Land Rights and its detractors was
fought out in the pages of the country’s leading newspapers, on the
television news and on radio stations around the country.
By analysing the role of the news media using certain theoretical tools it is
possible to gain a fuller understanding of the significance of the Tent
Embassy’s demands and how they were articulated and realised.
7.2 When journalists become the story
Working journalists sometimes find themselves thrust into situations that are
beyond their control, and their activities become part of the story they are
trying to report. This is particularly the case in extreme situations – reporting
wars, or natural disasters like bushfires, floods or earthquakes. In these
situations the reporter may have to question basic assumptions about
reporting and journalism.
Journalists are told to be accurate, impartial and balanced. These are the
basic tenants of journalism. It’s enshrined in such documents as the ABC’s
Editorial Policies (March 2007, revised July 2008 p.33), which state:
5.2.2 (d) Be impartial. Editorial judgements are based on news values,
not for example on political, commercial of sectional interests or
personal views. Do not unduly favour one perspective over others.
In some cases though, ignoring or at least putting these principles to one
side by expressing an opinion produces examples of advocacy journalism
that rise well above the ordinary. The SBS TV series Journos (2009) followed
journalists in the field as they went about their daily work, exposing the
audience to some very challenging work practices.
One of the episodes featured the ABC’s Walkely Award winning China
correspondent Stephen McDonnell. He covered the Sichuan earthquakes
in extraordinary fashion, at times putting himself and his crew in immense
danger to capture the story. He put his personal account into the
coverage, revealing how he shared intimate experiences with rural
Chinese villagers who had lost everything, and how this affected his ability
to report events as an objective outsider.
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McDonnell told Journos he finds it unbelievable that some journalists see
their role as simply to observe and objectively report. He said doing so
denies that the very presence of the media influences news events.
Another example of personal involvement in a story comes from ABC
foreign correspondent Craig McMurtrie in his attempt to convey the
enormity of the massive 2010 Haiti earthquake. He wrote in a reflective
online article:
My first news boss would have shot me for something I did in Haiti the
other day. I deliberately chose to make myself part of the story.
Unthinkable when I first started in journalism, more often reporters are
stepping from the sidelines to become active participants in the
news (McMurtrie 2010).
Journalists in some cases have to acknowledge that their mere presence
will affect the outcome of a story, and that in these cases there is no such
thing as total impartiality. You are no longer a news observer; you are
partly a news maker. For some journalists involved in the Aboriginal Tent
Embassy their role as news makers was never in doubt. They helped to
shape events, then they in turn reported on those events. Whether this
undermined or enhanced their credibility as journalists is a subjective
judgement.
7.3 The journalistic advocacy of John Newfong, Roberta Sykes and Stewart
Harris
A number of journalists involved in media coverage of the Aboriginal
Embassy certainly demonstrated their level of commitment to the events
they covered. They saw it as acceptable to engage with the audience
by expressing their own personal opinions on matters they felt passionately
about. The three most notable examples are John Newfong, Roberta
Sykes, and Stewart Harris.
Newfong and Sykes worked for the Embassy disseminating facts and
information. In a submission to the Queanbeyan Regional Council of ATSIC
in 2003 examining the legacy of the Aboriginal Embassy, John Newfong’s
decade long partner Adrian Atkins argued for a wider recognition of
Newfong’s role. Atkins said Newfong well understood the need to appeal
to both a grassroots Indigenous audience, and a mainstream audience.
As an experienced campaigner John Newfong recognised that the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy needed to identify its audience and
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establish a support base. After analysing media coverage and
documentation pertaining to the 1972 protest, it would appear that
John Newfong saw the embassy's target audience as being divided
between Aboriginal Australia and middle class white Australia (Atkins
2003, p.3).
John Newfong helped articulate the Embassy's policy platform to an
Aboriginal audience in an article circulated through the publication
Identity (Newfong 1972). The claims are hugely ambitious, yet Newfong
clearly outlines the arguments behind each of the five points. On the final
point of compensation for instance, he calls for annual compensation
payments from the government for loss of traditional lands, to be directed
to educational programs. He cites a similar program where this occurred
in New Zealand.
Compensation in some form has been paid to every other
indigenous population in the world. For example, it was from
compensation monies of this kind and from dairy and forestry cooperatives on tribal lands that the Maoris of New Zealand were able
to finance the Maori Education Foundation – generally
acknowledged as one of the finest scholarship schemes in the world
today (ibid, p.6).
John Newfong left his role as spokesman for the Aboriginal Embassy (a
role he took over from Michael Anderson) and pulled out of the trip to
China despite his close involvement with both. Controversially he
advocated militancy as a way to gain political outcomes, yet was
personally opposed to physical violence. “Independence for black
people has always been achieved through political strategy, not
violence”, he told Brisbane’s Courier Mail newspaper (13 July 1972). The
media remained central to his strategy, to help bring pressure to bear on
politicians.
Newfong helped clearly define the McMahon Government’s resistance to
consultation with Aboriginal people as the main problem. “The McMahon
Government has shown itself to be most unresponsive to any claims
Aboriginal groups might have put forward”, he said (Grattan 1972).
Newfong also underlined the moral imperative of the Aboriginal cause by
placing it in a global context: “If our efforts in Australia prove futile it is
surely legitimate and democratic politics to mount an international lobby.
Our trip to China is merely the first step …”(Canberra News,14/2/1972).
John Newfong sought to pressure the government to live up to its moral
obligations. On one occasion he evocatively described the Tent Embassy
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as a symbol of the plight of dying Aboriginal children; “…it represents
conditions that detract from the dignity of Australia as a nation” (PM, ABC
Radio, 1972).
Ironically, despite Newfong’s place at the centre of the communications
strategy for the Embassy, he may in the end have become a victim of its
internal politics. He was the main instigator of the Aboriginal delegation to
China, but by the time it was ready to leave the country he was no longer
in it. This may have been due to comments he made in the media about
Aboriginal urban guerrilla tactics.
Newspaper reports earlier in the year quoted Newfong saying that an
Aboriginal urban guerilla force in Australia “wouldn’t be such a bad thing”
(News Weekly, 23/2/1972). The following month he reportedly told a
political luncheon in Canberra, Aborigines were prepared to use much
more militant tactics, like using explosives to blow up a bridge (Sydney
Morning Herald, 22/3/1972). Some were aware he actually had explosives
training in his youth. Similar damaging comments were reported again in
July (Melbourne Sun, 21/7/1972, Courier Mail, 21/7/1972).
A report from John Newfong’s ASIO file suggests the statements he made
to the press “to the effect that the delegation members were to be
taught guerrilla tactics in China” resulted in him being dropped (ASIO,
1972). The report suggests Chicka Dixon was responsible for selecting
members of the delegation and “would have been under pressure from
the various Aboriginal organisations seeking representation on the
delegation” to drop Newfong (ibid). Whether or not this is simply idle
speculation is difficult to judge.
Regardless of the reason for his non-inclusion, John Newfong continued to
lobby on behalf of the Embassy and went on to set up his own Australian
version of the popular African American magazine Ebony. The Aboriginal
culture magazine Identity was unashamedly against the McMahon
Government. Newfong saw the removal of the conservatives as the main
priority once the Aboriginal Embassy had vanished from the parliamentary
lawns. It was a view shared by other prominent campaigners such as Faith
Bandler, who told the Bulletin magazine (5/8/1972): “Getting rid of the
McMahon Government is the goal for everyone now – it’s a priority even
over land rights”.
Roberta Sykes wasn’t a formally trained journalist like John Newfong. She
was largely self-taught as a writer, penning articles and poetry in her
earlier years for numerous publications including The Nation Review. Sykes
went on to publish a number of books, including her own three part auto-
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biography (see Sykes 1989, and Sykes 2001) and was the first Black
Australian to receive a doctorate from a United States University in 1983.
Her success was later marred by a controversy about her Aboriginality, as
she obtained a position at Harvard through an Aboriginal scholarship,
when apparently she was the daughter of an African-American
serviceman, and a non-Aboriginal Australian mother. But she was raised in
Townsville where she adopted an Aboriginal identity, largely through her
association with other ‘blacks’. Her immense contribution to Aboriginal
causes cannot be denied (For more on Skye’s Aboriginality see China
2003).
Roberta Sykes adopted the role of a roving ambassador for the Aboriginal
Embassy, both in Australia and overseas. She explains in her book Black
Majority (1989, p.154) how she was asked to travel to New Guinea in June
1972 and had been to New Zealand a few months earlier, “trying to
publicise our struggle for justice in the international arena”.
As a Black writer, Sykes had an acute awareness of how the media in the
1970s incited racism through reporting stereotypes and perpetuating
untruths in the news media. This occurred in a number of ways, including
the reporting of black criminality, the type and size of headlines chosen
for articles on blacks, and the constant portrayal of black people as
angry, carrying the implication of potential explosive violence (ibid, pp.
36-41).
For Sykes, the most telling absence lay in the almost total exclusion of
Black journalists in Australia. She suggests journalism was far slower to act
than other professions in training and supporting non-white employees:
The most telling aspect of news reporting in the Black community is
the absence of Blacks involved in the industry… Less than .0001 per
cent of printed media content is by Blacks, and on the rare occasion
of a Black article it is of a reflective, not news, nature, and does not
appear on the front page. Blacks have taken umbrage about this
issue for more than fifteen years… Over this fifteen year period there
have emerged Black lawyers, barristers, and doctors, yet not one
newspaper has encouraged, trained or promoted a Black editor or
news reporter (ibid, p.41).
The awareness of the need to train Aboriginal journalists to take ownership
of the community’s stories lay at the centre of Roberta Sykes’s
involvement in the movement. When interviewed, Sykes was always
prepared to remind the media of their obligations to allow Black
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Australians to express their views freely. She was one of the few writers to
document the events of the Aboriginal Embassy in any great detail and
provides important insights into the racist attitudes and hardships she had
to overcome to become a successful academic and public health
administrator.
Stewart Harris wrote about the Aboriginal Embassy in 1972 as the
Australian correspondent for The Times newspaper. He was so moved by
the events he had witnessed and so angered by the treatment of
Aboriginal Australians he documented his concerns in the book, This is Our
Land (1972). It’s a 108-page documentation of how to address Aboriginal
dispossession through the campaign for Land Rights.
Harris strongly embraced the Aboriginal movement, eventually leaving
journalism to conduct full time research into Aboriginal issues at the ANU.
He also co-founded the Aboriginal Treaty Committee.
The strength of Harris’s journalism lay in his ability to operate at two levels.
To encourage white Australians (and British readers) to recognise the Tent
Embassy as a human rights issue. Secondly, to provide a platform for
highlighting the actions and achievements of Indigenous Australians. He
shared with John Newfong a strong belief in addressing both black and
white audiences with equal enthusiasm.
Stewart Harris’s book, This is Our Land (1972) is one of the very few pieces
of long form journalism (print or film) at the time to seek to tell the story of
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in comprehensive manner. His depth of
knowledge of key players and events is underlined by the central
argument behind the protest – it’s all about understanding connection to
land. This was scarcely understood at the time, and is still not clearly
understood by many today.
Due to the passing of time, Newfong, Sykes and Harris were not able to be
interviewed for this thesis or associated film project. Their role though as
pioneering journalists needs to be acknowledged. They were central to
the shift that saw Aboriginal Australians begin to be recognised in the
media as an authoritative source of opinion.
7.4 Aboriginal representation in the media
The Australian media has long history of excluding depictions of Aboriginal
Australians in strong leadership roles, instead choosing to focus on stories
of hardship, criminality or the decline of traditional culture. Fortunately the
typecast model is gradually changing. A turning point came with Cathy
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Freeman’s gold medal win in the 400 meter run at the Sydney 2000
Olympic Games. The nation’s obsession with sporting greatness couldn’t
deny her the historic moment.
Steve Mickler (1998) refers to this movement of Aboriginal issues into the
public domain as a transition ‘from Denizens to Citizens'. His book
examines the prejudicial and stereotyped media treatment of Aboriginal
issues, with a particular focus on the West Australian media.
Mickler charts the "hostile image campaigns against indigenous liberation
politics" throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. He observes the shifting
"press paradigms" occurring around the key events of the 1965 'Freedom
Rides', the 1967 referendum and 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy. He refers
to the “invisible blacks” or “silenced voices” as a form of public
representation of Aborigines, which mirrored the reality of their socially
marginalised state.
Indeed, Aborigines were routinely (but not totally) excluded as
authoritative sources of opinion and information until the early 1970s,
a legacy of their denizen status. It was the success of Aboriginal
political agency - of long hard fought campaigns for rights and
public (i.e. journalistic) attention - that transformed those decades of
relative media invisibility into the current routine, and irreversible,
public prominence (1998, p.53).
The idea of Mickler's transformation of Aboriginal representation in the
media from denizen to citizen, echoes the transition drawn by Francis
Peters-Little in her article ‘’Nobles and Savages’ on the television’(2003).
However for Peters-Little the transition from little or no Aboriginal
representation in television and film to the current state, isn't a simple
trajectory. And she offers a cautionary note for those who advocate
Aboriginal media should only be conducted by those with Aboriginal
heritage.
She says the "pendulum swing" of representation to the other extreme,
where Aboriginal issues are supposed to be told and produced exclusively
in Aboriginal controlled productions raises new concerns. For in this way
Aboriginal stories are depicted as inherently noble, and beyond criticism.
I also maintain that what has become problematic in recent years is
that the noble or positive role has intensified in opposition to years of
apparent negative representations of Aborigines as savages (ibid).
Peters-Little says from her experience as a filmmaker with Aboriginal
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production units at the ABC and SBS, independent Aboriginal
documentary filmmaking reached a "honeymoon period" with the
emergence of the Sydney Film-makers Co-op. (The precursor to this
included in particular, SBS’s First in Line series funded by the Hawke
Government’s 1988 Bicentennial grants.) Peters-Little reflects back on a
particular moment in Aboriginal filmmaking:
Many celebrated documentary filmmakers entered into successful
and memorable collaborations with Aboriginal people, producing
perhaps the most outstanding films in Aboriginal film-making history:
films like My Survival as an Aborigine, Lousy Little Sixpence, Munda
Nyuringu, Couldn't Be Fairer, Ningla A Na, Wrong Side of the Road,
On Sacred Ground, State of Shock and Dirt Cheap. These are films
that are perhaps more politically confronting than say David Batty's
Bush Mechanics series (2001) or Imparja Television's Nganampa
Anwerernekenhe series (2000) (ibid).
A decade on from 2000 and Aboriginal filmmaking has well and truly
arrived in sections of mainstream Australian cinema and television. The
films Australia, followed by Sampson and Delilah, and Bran Nue Dae have
shown films with strong Aboriginal content can win major prizes at
international festivals and attract strong numbers at the box office.
European-based Australian writer Andrew McCathie wrote from the
dizzying heights of the Cannes Film Festival in 2009 that Samson and
Delilah, “marks the growing voice of Aboriginal filmmakers in Australian
cinema, as they help to give new vibrancy and dimension to a filmmaking industry that seemed to have lost its way in recent years”
(McCathie 2009). The film’s creator Warwick Thornton triumphantly
declared, “this is the year of indigenous filmmaking” (ibid).
Thornton won the best short film award for Nana at the 2008 Berlin
International Film Festival, then the Camera d’Or at the 2009 Cannes Film
Festival for his first feature film Samson and Delilah. This was followed by a
near 2010 Oscar nomination for Sampson and Delilah in the foreign
language category. As the Australian newspaper’s film critic Lyndon
Barber (2010) observed, the film also performed at the box office at a time
of dwindling attendance for Australian films:
It's encouraging to see such a broad range of themes and styles
from indigenous filmmakers, especially at a time when the local film
industry has been accused of losing touch with mainstream
audiences. Until the hit drama Rabbit-Proof Fence, directed by
Phillip Noyce, films with Aboriginal themes were under-performers at
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the box office, even the great ones such as Fred Schepisi's The
Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith.
The success has continued with the release of the Rachel Perkins
(daughter to Tent Embassy campaigner Charles Perkins) directed Bran
Nue Dae. It was released on 250 screens across Australia, taking in $5.5
million dollars after three weeks and making it the biggest black-themed
film in Australian history. In three weeks it took in more than Rabbit Proof
Fence (2002) $5 million and Ten Canoes (2006) $3 million, while Samson
and Delilah (2009) earned more than $3.5 million (Sydney Morning Herald
8 February 2010).
The formation of the Australian Film Commission’s Indigenous Branch in
1993 to provide practical professional development and production
funding has played a key role in contributing to mainstream success with
Aboriginal content films. It serves to demonstrate how far industry support
and funding can go in turning around entrenched positions. The television
drama and theatre industries could well learn from the success of
Indigenous film.
Striving to achieve visible Aboriginal representation on television (and in
the media generally) became an integral part of the protest strategy in
the sixties and seventies. Media coverage in general is an indispensible
part of the battle for public recognition. People like John Newfong and
Roberta Sykes were ahead of their time in recognising how to frame the
issue, effectively packaging up information for consumption via the news
media.
A deeper analysis is required to gain a better understanding of how the
media coverage was generated to bring about successful outcomes for
Aboriginal activists in the late sixties and early seventies. Several
theoretical models offer a framework for such an analysis.
7.5 Media theory - the Propaganda model
Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman in their book, Manufacturing
Consent, The Political Economy of Mass Media (1988) use what they call a
'propaganda model' to argue the media acts in the interests of capital
and power, whether consciously or unconsciously.
A propaganda model focuses on …inequality of wealth and power
and its multilevel effects on mass-media interests and choices. It
traces the routes by which money and power are able to filter out
the news fit to print, marginalise dissent, and allow the government
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and dominant private interests to get their message across to the
public (ibid, p.2).
The propaganda model has been influential with those seeking to
understand the structure of media organisations and how they exert
influence, or others exert influence through them. As Herman and
Chomsky point out, it enables those in positions of wealth and power to
‘manufacture consent’.
This model is suited to a global analysis model dealing with the power
exerted by nation-states or multinational corporations, acting through or
controlling the media. It is less suited to the study of grassroots protest
groups within a particular country such as Australia. This is not to deny the
influence multinational corporations exert through the media, in what
might be described as a ‘top-down’ approach to the study of media
influence.
7.6 Social movement theory
For a ‘bottom-up’ examination of grass roots media and how community
based organisations can influence media coverage of their events, the
propaganda model is too restrictive. One criticism by community activist
and academic Charlotte Ryan (1991, p.15) is that the propaganda model
“makes structural domination appear insurmountable and thus opposition
action appear futile". Ryan argues that the study of media in relation to
grass roots activism should allow for open-ended analysis, allowing for
social movements to bring about democratic reform through the mass
media:
… the models must recognise that modern mass media permit little
input from the masses, i.e. mass media opportunities are very limited
for those of us not representing powerful political, social and
economic groups or institutions. Yet the models must allow that the
collective efforts of social movements (as opposed to individual
isolated efforts) could move the mass media in a more democratic
direction (ibid, p.11).
The approach of political sociologist and historian Sean Scalmer fits this
framework, by seeking to account for and understand possibilities for
social change, with the emphasis on grassroots political activism. His book
Dissent Events: Protest, the Media and the Political Gimmick in Australia
(2002) takes as its starting point Irving Goffman's belief that the basis of
social interaction lies in performance and drama. From there, he argues

95
it’s a logical extension to look at political interaction in terms of
performance.
Scalmer says when collective performance, or 'staging' by 'actors' occurs,
this is a form of direct democracy.
By performing staging, Australian actors learnt to perform
democracy. The vigils and demonstrations, the marches and sit-ins,
the paint lobbed and goal post sawn, all involved the construction of
conflictual public space - a zone of democratic practice (2002,
p.63).
Scalmer explains his concept of ‘democratic performance’ via a detailed
examination of print media coverage of a series of social movements in
Australia, concentrating on the Moratorium, Women's Liberation, Gay
Liberation and the Aboriginal movement. This approach enables him to
accommodate two differing areas of analysis: the role of social
movements campaigning for democratic change, and the role of the
media as potential conduits for that change.
Combining the two areas of study leads Scalmer to conclude the media
should be viewed as part of the process of facilitating changes
advocated by social movements, not as agents to prevent it. He
specifically addresses the Aboriginal Tent Embassy protest as a new form
of political performance suited to the particular circumstances of
Aboriginal people. The dispossession of Aboriginal people by whites was
itself ‘performed’ by supporters of land rights on the lawns of the
Parliament. The reenactment “cogently portrayed the failure of white
governments to respond to Aboriginal demands”(ibid, p.88).
The continuing resistance of the Tent Embassy campaigners and their
refusal to disband, helped non-Aboriginal people grasp the point than an
alternative understanding of land ownership was being enacted. At the
end of the day a new type of model for protest action was developed,
able to be used again and again, and not just by Aboriginal people.
When Aboriginal people felt the need to assert themselves politically
in 1974, 1979 and 1992, an Embassy was re-established on the front
lawns of the Old Parliament House. An Aboriginal Consulate was
established outside the Western Australian Parliament to demand
improved housing in 1972. When environmentalists aimed to press for
an end to logging in the mid 1990s, they established a 'Forest
Embassy' in Canberra. When the cause of Gay Rights was asserted in
New South Wales, they established their own Embassy outside the
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Premier's residence (ibid, p.89).
Sean Scalmer’s theoretical approach has important implications for
media practitioners, including journalists, photographers, filmmakers and
producers. It sees them as active participants in the process of shaping
the messages, not media workers acting out pre-determined roles shaped
by editors and other media executives. This later role is more consistent
with the approach taken by Herman and Chomsky outlined above.
Scalmer’s notion of ‘democratic performance’ provides a comfortable
theoretical fit for the current study of how media representation of the
Aboriginal Tent Embassy helped bring about successful outcomes. It is
suitable firstly in the sense that the focus should be on the social
movements as the central performers or players, with their emphasis on
democratic reform. Secondly, media professionals covering public protest
events such as those associated with the Embassy are viewed as acting
semi-autonomously from the news organisations they represent.
A third framework for understanding the relationship between the mass
media and social movements is to look at the role of the journalist/activist,
acting out the dual role as both organiser of dissent events, while at the
same time reporting on those events. Such was the role of John Newfong
and Roberta Sykes.
Viewing the role of journalists writing about and advocating for the Tent
Embassy in this way allows for a more in depth understanding of the
significance of indigenous media professionals in bringing about social
change. The ‘framing analysis’ of Charlotte Ryan in her book Prime Time
Activism: Media Strategies for Grass Roots Organizing (1991) provides a
model able to account for change through activism that incorporates the
news media as agents for that change.
One of the main legacies of the Aboriginal Embassy is the existence of a
diverse range of Indigenous media organisations, from outback
community radio right through to the international film industry. The
emergence of Indigenous media practitioners and organisations during
the 1970s was a decisive element in helping to propel the movement
forward.
7.7 Framing analysis
The term ‘framing analysis’ was popularised in the social sciences by Irving
Goffman. He used the term to refer to the way cognitive structures are
used to guide the perception and representation of reality.
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I assume that definitions of a situation are built up in accordance
with principals of organisation which govern events … and our
subjective involvement in them; frame is the word I use to refer to
such of these basic elements as I am able to identify (Goffman 1974,
p.10).
While for Goffman framing was used as an explanation of individual
cognition, media studies took it’s meaning in an objective organisational
sense, by putting frames within the context of real world events. Thus Todd
Gitlin’s definition:
Frames are principles of selection, emphasis and presentation
composed of little tacit theories about what exists, what happens,
and what matters (Gitlin 1980, p.6).
Robert M. Entman took this interpretation further by introducing intent. In
Entman’s (1993) definition the choice of frames is treated as more or less
deliberate. Media framing then opens itself to the prospect of becoming
a manufactured process.
…(to) frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and
make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as
to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation,
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation (p.52).
Framing for the purpose of news analysis allows for understanding the role
of those organizations and individuals creating the events, as well media
professionals covering, collating, editing, applying value judgements, and
re-transmitting those events. Thus framing can be viewed as a two way
process, that of the creator of frames, and secondly the interpreter or
consumer. The role of ‘newsmakers’ then is to choose which frames are
selected and emphasised and which are excluded.
“Newsmakers engage in a selection process, actively making sense out of
an immense quantity of experience, selecting some points as critical,
discarding or downplaying others”, according to Charlotte Ryan (1991
p.54). News frames are then interpreted by the viewer/consumer in the
context of their understanding of the world. News editors and journalists
tend to frame news in a way that doesn’t contest or challenge those
dominant views.
For instance in the North American context Charlotte Ryan finds that
“mainstream media tend to portray unions as either workers advocating
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justice for the common folk, or as special interest groups contentiously
grubbing for financial gain” (ibid, p.58). Trade unionists, like gays,
indigenous people, or even bankers, or mothers, tend to be stereotyped
in the media, so the challenge for organisers is to move beyond the
common image.
Mass media reports tend to conform to dominant frames, or stereotypes,
whether it involves attitudes to unions, women or ethnic minorities. Those
who support dominant cultural frames have more success in having their
message adopted in the media. What is far more difficult is for a
marginalised group to get the mass media to adopt a challenging frame.
As Ryan points out: “…challengers who sponsor opposition frames must
overcome the additional hurdles of inequalities in access, and a higher
degree of frame distortion by the media” (ibid, p.67).
Thus the dilemma for Ryan is to find how news media characterised by
repetition and stereotypes can portray a new type of frame with a
challenging message. Dominant frames can be, and are, open to
challenge, but this only tends to occur during particular historic periods.
The 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy falls within such a period, when
challenges to the dominant authority were constant and many.
7.8 Framing analysis on media coverage of the Aboriginal Embassy
Charlotte Ryan’s description of what constitutes a ‘mobilising’ frame can
be applied to the Aboriginal movement responsible for the 1972
Aboriginal Tent Embassy. Ryan points to three characteristics for
identifying moblising frames (1991, p. 71).
1. The issue, responsibility and solution are all defined collectively.
2. There is a clearly defined opponent, and challenger (them v us).
3. A moral appeal is made and what happens to the challenger is unjust,
and violates social standards.
All three characteristics can be identified as part of news media
coverage of the Aboriginal Embassy.
On July 21st and July 28th, police clashed with protestors and their
supporters from the Aboriginal Tent Embassy. In order to remove the legal
tent structures, the McMahon Government passed retrospective
legislation using its numbers to gag parliamentary debate. The ink was
barely dry on the new ordinance on the first occasion when the police
were marched in. The result on both occasions was injuries to protestors
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and police, and the removal of protestors in paddy wagons to holding
cells where they were charged with various offences, then released.
Print media coverage included various headlines, such as: ‘Aborigines
Fight to Last Tent’, ‘Police remove ‘Embassy’’, ‘Aborigines try to re-open
‘embassy’’ and, ‘250 police move new ‘embassy’’. The newspapers
reported the number of police and protestors involved, the level of
violence and arrests – but not always the purpose of the Aboriginal
Embassy. They reported the what and the where, but not the why.
Looking at the first characteristic outlined by Ryan, the problems raised
were depicted in collective, not individual terms. Keys issues of dealing
with the political fall-out from Aboriginal marginalisation and the removal
of community rights to land were both framed in collective terms. Similarly,
the responsibility and the solution (Land Rights) were defined as a wider
social and government responsibility.
Addressing the second characteristic, the media coverage clearly
describes a defined conflict between the McMahon Government (and its
agencies) and the Tent Embassy activists (and their supporters). The two
sides are clearly locked in battle over the issues involved, the most
fundamental being the right to stage a democratic protest.
In relation to the third characteristic, the Tent Embassy supporters can be
seen to occupy the moral high ground in their conflict with another
institutionalised actor, the government. Moral outrage was expressed via
the media and in letters to the Prime Minister. A common complaint was
that the rules (i.e. laws) were changed to outlaw the protest
retrospectively, because the government was embarrassed by its own
inability to address Aboriginal inequality.
The McMahon Government sought to counter this by referring to its past
record on Aboriginal reform, along with its contemporaneous spending
commitment and commitment to negotiate. But the media on the whole,
and more importantly the public, didn’t accept this view.
In the battle of contesting frames fought around the Aboriginal Embassy,
what previously would have been accepted as part of the dominant
frame became marginalised. The contesting frame was that Aboriginal
Australians were hard done by, had historically been robbed of their land
without compensation and the government needed to balance out the
ledger. For a time the Embassy successfully challenged the dominant
frame. This is a mark of the success of the Embassy’s campaign waged via
the media.
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As Australians watched pictures on their television news on the night of
July 31 1972, the battle for a national system of Aboriginal Land Rights
appeared to have been won. There was strong support from the Labor
leader on the verge of taking government, after a hard fought campaign
that appeared to carry the public’s mandate.
As it turned out, the battle had been won not the war. Some of the
Aboriginal Land Rights agenda would be implemented, but not enough
to satisfy the leading figures in the movement. Despite this, the Tent
Embassy campaign showed the way for future generations who would
adopt similar tactics in developing media strategies essential to achieve
recognition for their campaigns.
7.9 Social media and citizen’s media theory.
The advent of web 2.0 has vastly changed the methods used by
community activists. New web based technologies deliver an ever
changing array of possibilities for collaboration and organisation in order
to bring about social change. User generated content directly challenges
the legitimacy of established news organisations, not to mention the
business models of newspapers and filmmakers in particular, as product
can be more easily accessed for free or at a discounted price.
Citizen’s media theory is a construct open to evaluation of new media
possibilities in the context of their contribution to democratisation of the
public sphere. Heather Anderson (2007) adopts citizen’s media theory as
the basis for her examination of one of the most marginalised groups in
society, prison inmates. Anderson (ibid p.2) writes:
Citizen’s media theory (Rodriguez 2001) encourages us to consider
grassroots media projects in terms of how democracy is enhanced,
participants are empowered and citizenship is enacted outside the
parameters of enfranchisement.
Anderson takes as her example the role of community radio made by and
for prisoners. She argues this is a form of political participation in the
public sphere (as defined by Habermas 1989) granting limited citizenship
rights to prisoners “who, by definition almost, are consciously stripped of
citizenship rights” (ibid p.3). Community radio in this example provides
limited access for marginalised groups to low-level media exposure. The
result is a step for the prison community towards enhanced activity as
citizens exercising freedom of speech in a democracy.
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To extrapolate this paradigm into a wider media sphere is to invite an
examination of how modern social media techniques, incorporating
traditional radio, television an print forms, offer the possibility for enhanced
democratic participation for the marginalised and disenfranchised,
including radical political groups.
Modern day activism is now very much organised around campaigns to
influence or in some way use the media to achieve publicity. Activists
from the Aboriginal Tent Embassy living in a pre-digital age printed
leaflets, made simple placards, sent faxes and made phone calls on a
(pre-mobile) landline. The tools available to activists now are vastly
different.
For instance, activist group GetUp! produces high quality often satirical
videos for dissemination via its website, online media channels like
YouTube, and as paid advertisements on free to air TV. It’s website says;
“GetUp! members are building a ground-up movement … who are
putting the participation back into our democracy” (www.getup.org.au/).
GetUp! is just one of one example of how modern technologies offer new
platforms for the delivery of messages directly to the public without having
to go through third party media organisations. Some are highly
democratic in the way they operate by offering little more than a
philosophy and digital platform for direct participation.
For instance the material found on the Indymedia Australia
(http://indymedia.org.au/) website is not from paid employees of an
organisation, or even edited by them. It’s almost exclusively self-published
by activist volunteers. Indymedia grew out of the anti-globalist movement
targeting the 1999 Seattle WTO round of trade negotiations. It’s now
connected to local Indymedia chapters around the world and can be
read at least eight different languages. It’s an example of grassroots
digital technologies to organise like-minded people in a global
environment.
Another online portal, or website offering the opportunity to participate in
a socially progressive activist campaign is ‘the change agency’. What’s
interesting about their website is the transparency around the clear goals
they hope to achieve, and how. A document titled: ‘Movement Strategy
Template’ specifies a methodology complete with a campaign vision,
objectives, targets, movement building, etc. (Whelan 2009).
In relation to its Close the Gap campaign to “close the life expectancy
gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians within a
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generation” (ibid) the aim was to target federal, state and territory
governments in the lead up to the 2007 federal election. With an eye to
Labor winning government, the document states:
•

•

With a Federal election approaching (December 2007), there is an
opportunity to influence Party policies. It’s possible the ALP may adopt
these objectives in their policies.
Different groups have their own strengths, favourite tactics and
limitations. We will maximise pressure on our targets by being clear and
consistent about our tasks but undertaking and valuing a wide variety
of tactical approaches. Our targets will hear these tasks expressed in
many ways and experience the strength and diversity of our
movement.

The Labor Party did indeed win government and adopt the ‘Close the
Gap’ campaign with specific targets, so in this sense the activist strategy
succeeded.
The advent of media 2.0 provides a rich source of material for an
examination of enhanced opportunities for participatory democracy via
media culture. Heather Anderson’s citizen’s media theory is one construct
suited to such as study, with the above three examples fitting her
description of political participation in the public sphere.

103

Chapter Eight: Film research and development
8.1 Introduction

104

8.2 Early research

105

8.3 ABC Radio National feature

106

8.4 Learning filmmaking

107

8.5 1972

110

8.6 Sound in film

112

8.7 Making a documentary feature

113

8.8 Selling the concept

115

104

8.1 Introduction
The following chapter will concentrate on the film research process for
making a documentary film taking a unique approach to the Aboriginal
Tent Embassy. The research process forms part of a continuum that gave
rise to a radio program and short film pilot. These should both be viewed
as part of the research process for developing a feature film as a
separate process beyond the scope of this thesis.
As noted in the Film and Literature Review, a number of documentary
films have been made about the 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy. The 1972
film Ningla A-Na shot by Alessandro Cavadini was filmed in close
consultation with the Redfern community, providing a degree of
community ownership of the material. It captured in the most vivid black
and white film footage the clashes with police on the lawns of Parliament
House in Canberra.
The 1992 documentary Tent Embassy was made by the Aboriginal film unit
of the ABC. It retraced key events, then placed this history within the
context of what had happened since to enhance Aboriginal political
representation.
The more recent Embassy Days (2008) directed by Ivan Sen captured the
Tent Embassy’s role as an iconic moment in the struggle for Aboriginal
Rights. The Embassy campaign is celebrated as an historical event of
great significance. The film stakes a claim for ATE to be recognised
alongside other widely documented events like the Freedom Rides, the
Gurindji campaign and Mabo. Its filmic treatment by director Ivan Sen
relies strongly on the visual elements, using black and white footage
drawn from the ABC archives.
I’m proposing a filmic retelling of the Tent Embassy story drawing on new
material from the extensive ASIO files on Aboriginal activists involved in the
campaign. The proposed new documentary would focus on ASIO
surveillance tactics and the role of key government figures, highlighting
how the nation’s security apparatus was manipulated in support of
political aims.
As this thesis has outlined, I have accessed a variety of ASIO, Cabinet and
other government documents, which shed light on little known
government actions behind the scenes. I have reviewed relevant
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literature and films and conducted a series of original filmed interviews
with Aboriginal campaigners, journalists and academics. This is all material
that could be used in a documentary film.
8.2 Early Research
In 2006 I began researching key documents, including books, academic
publications, newspaper articles, films, websites and university theses
documenting the Aboriginal Tent Embassy. This included visits to AIATSIS,
the State Library of New South Wales and the National Library of Australia
to view catalogue documents not available online.
From this initial round of research I identified key individuals to seek out as
interview subjects, as from the start the intention was to make a feature
documentary. I recorded the first few interviews myself using a Sony DSRPDX10P video camcorder. Then I was fortunately able to work with David
Blackall who took on the role of cameraman and sound recordist. David
shot most of the remaining interviews on a Sony HVR-V1P 3CMOS HDV
Camcorder.
The initial list of potential interviewees (as outlined in my Human Research
Ethics Committee December 2007 progress report) included Gary Foley,
Isabel Coe, Michael Anderson and Roberta Sykes.
By 2008 I had interviewed, either formally or informally, Isabel Coe,
Michael Anderson (the only surviving founding member of ATE), Pat
Eatock, Charles ‘Chicka’ Dixon, Jack Waterford, Michelle Grattan, Roy
‘Dootch’ Kennedy, Bobby McLeod, Jenny Munro and Ray Swan. Not all
the interviews were suitable, or indeed intended for broadcast.
Also at this stage it was evident Gary Foley and Roberta Sykes from my
original interview list, would not be available for interview.
I had begun to explore in greater detail the role of John Newfong (who
died in 1999) and developed a much stronger interest in two
underdeveloped areas of research – the Aboriginal Tent Embassy
delegation to China initiated by John Newfong, and the level of covert
surveillance undertaken by ASIO of Aboriginal organisations.
I went on to record interviews with Jon Altman, Darce Cassidy and David
McKnight, with the latter two focused on ASIO surveillance of communist
sympathisers.
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I also began to reconsider an earlier view that I had to rely almost solely
on Aboriginal activists as the most authoritative source on events in the
Aboriginal movement. I realised that others from outside the immediate
community were passionately involved, or had a legitimate point of view
that added to the overall story. The interviews would become the basis for
the proposed documentary film, but at that stage I was still developing a
structure for the proposed film.
8.3 ABC Radio National feature
In mid-2008 I worked with Claudio Tarranto, a producer with Radio
National’s Indigenous Arts program ‘Awaye!” to develop one of the
interviews into a radio program. The resulting ‘Chicka Dixon and the Tent
Embassy’ aired on ‘Awaye!’ in October 2008. I had earlier approached
‘Awaye!’ to produce a radio documentary on the Aboriginal Embassy
itself. After auditioning my tapes it was decided to base the program
around Chika Dixon, a central character to the broader Aboriginal
movement.
An edited down version of my original interview provided the starting
point. I worked on scripting voice links to provide an overview of the issue
and fill in details needed to follow the narrative. We then began to work
on complementary audio sound bites and music to add additional
context. My voice links were recorded and the program put together by
acclaimed Radio National sound engineer, Judy Rapley.
Some of the ‘sound bites’ we used were taken from the film Ningla A-Na.
For instance a sample of Gary Foley angrily telling off an elderly lady for
being patronising towards black people is used to demonstrate how the
young emerging Aboriginal leadership had no time for niceties. It
demonstrates how Black Power is about not having to respect the
opinions of white people anymore.
The radio feature helped fine tune ideas for film development in a number
of ways. It provided a springboard for me to development my ideas
about the strength of my interview material. Some interviews weren’t
focused enough on the central issues. Others focused too closely on the
particular details of what happened on a given day. In hindsight, I should
have asked more questions about particular subjects, such as ASIO
operations.
Chicka Dixon turned out to be an excellent subject for interview. He knew
exactly what he wanted to say. He allowed me to ask my questions but
would fit his answers into a concise narrative of key events in his life. For an
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elderly man he still had a brilliant memory for facts and figures, plus his
very dry laconic humour was always present. His commentary came
peppered with anecdotes about Gough Whitlam, Mick Young, Geraldine
Willessee and other high profile figures.
The radio feature re-enforced a belief I held that the film had to be
character based, led by those with the most interesting and controversial
points of view. Chicka Dixon was most obviously one of these characters.
8.4 Learning filmmaking
Learning to direct films is like learning to conduct an orchestra. Most
conductors learn an instrument, master music, and then learn to
conduct – which means coordinating an ensemble of top notch
musicians. Most who direct get there by mastering a key craft such
as screenwriting, cinematography, or editing (Rabiger 1997 p.3).
Up until the point of starting this dissertation most of my professional
journalism work had been in radio. I had made a number of short films but
nothing for a ‘mainstream’ audience able to be viewed on TV or at a
large film festival.
Over the three-year period of filming material for the Tent Embassy
documentary I gained some important television experience. First I spent
time working as a journalist in the ABC’s bi-media Canberra (Northbourne)
newsroom. Afterwards back in Wollongong I then worked with camera
operator David Blackall to research, film and compile a number of longer
current affairs stories for the ABC’s Stateline programs in NSW and the ACT.
Coming from a radio background part of my aim has been to learn film
and TV skills – shooting, editing film, sound for film, non-fiction script writing,
etc. Combining these skills, the aim has been to develop a film aesthetic
and apply that to an actual film project.
Making short films was my starting point for learning the craft of shooting
and editing digital video. My TV work provided me opportunity to
produce stories of a high professional standard using an established
format.
My next ambition is to direct a feature documentary for television. This
requires far more preparation and development at a number of levels –
the idea, script development, the quality and originality of filmed material,
the level of support from established industry players.
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The initial interviews for the documentary were filmed in 2007 and 2008.
Based on the earlier interviews I prepared a draft film ‘treatment’. This was
presented this to an independent script consultant/producer for critical
feedback in August 2008. Carolyn Johnson from Metro Screen in Sydney
provided me with both encouragement and guidance on how to start
and finish the film. She also guided me with ideas on how to place the
story within a particular documentary genre dealing with political protest.
Carolyn Johnson advised me to “treat the story as an international case
study in effective protest”. It was suggested I keep a clear definition of the
protagonist and the antagonist. I was also provided with some suggestions
for potential directors and producers to work with. The script consultation
enabled me to focus on the importance of story development, to have a
clear idea of what I was trying to say and who the audience would be.
A few months later I was invited to an Indigenous workshop held by the
NSW Film and Television Office. There I heard filmmakers and funding
bodies discuss ways to increase Indigenous content in Australian
production across film, television and online. As usual it was predominantly
a funding issue, but also about the need for additional industry support
and development.
I took away from the session a list of names of Indigenous producers,
actors, editors and musicians. I found a number of people present – or
talked about – at the workshop were represented in a promotion for
Australian Indigenous filmmaking called Dreaming in Motion. The
Australian Film Commission (now part of Screen Australia) produced the
booklet and DVD in 2007 to highlight the strength of new material coming
into the market.
I later had the opportunity to hear Darlene Johnson, one of the filmmakers
featured in Dreaming in Motion, speak about her award winning short film
Two Bob Mermaid. It is a beautiful film about racial segregation in the
local swimming pool. The fact it was shot on the mid north coast of New
South Wales close to where I used to live gave the film additional personal
relevance for me.
I heard Ms Johnson speak at the 2008 NSW Aboriginal Visual Arts
Conference, Black2BLAK held in Campbelltown. Her finely crafted
documentary on highly respected actor David Gulpilil proved
inspirational. Gulpilil: One Red Blood captures his vitality and lust for life, as
well as the conflicts of balancing traditional culture with the outwardly
glamorous world of modern filmmaking.
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Gulpilil: One Red Blood and Mabo: Life of an Island Man are both
outstanding examples of observational character documentaries. Both
have influenced the direction of my documentary film development work.
Mabo in particular dealt with complex detail surrounding the High Court
challenge to the legal principle of terra nullius. The film stayed grounded
by focusing on Eddie Mabo the man, his connection to his family and
unwavering commitment to his land. There were no artificially created or
staged scenes. In my view this lends a great authenticity to the work.
I believe both films achieve a high level of truthfulness for the main
characters – David Gulpilil and Eddie Koiki Mabo. The films use
observational techniques backed up by grounded facts and interviews to
capture an accurate portrayal of events. University of Wollongong
lecturer and filmmaker David Blackall takes up this theme of accuracy in
documentary film in his PhD thesis (Blackall 2003, p.68):
For journalism and documentary, different styles and forms have
different contracts on ‘truthfulness’ with the audience. This agreement
can only be fair when the form being offered to the audience is truthfully
defined and marketed in the first place. The audience’s faith, or the
public trust in documentary and television journalism - depends very
much on whether the public is currently seeing observational filming, for
instance, as being “a fair rendition, or pretty accurate rendition, of what
the filmmaker saw and heard when they filmed”.
Here Blackall ties the documentary vision to the journalistic search for truth
through storytelling. The information – whether spoken word, text, visual
images or a combination of all – is intended to disseminate information as
experienced by the filmmaker. Reenacting sequences using actors, or
asking characters to re-state individual lines can take away from the
authenticity of capturing actions as they happen in real time.
The films Mabo and Gulpilil, like David Blackall’s own documentary film
about artist John Perceval (Delinquent Angel, 2001) are observational
documentaries. The focus is on a key individual to tell a broader story they
are part of. Having the subject in the present provides the obvious
advantage of accumulating much of the filmed material in the present as
events occur. Making a film about a past event presents different
challenges due to the necessary reliance on archival footage. These are
challenges that will arise in any proposal I develop for a new film about
the Tent Embassy.

110
The film The Weather Underground released in 2004 is a powerful example
of an historical documentary that carries great relevance for a
contemporary audience. Archival footage is shown in the context of
contemporary interviews with individuals who reflect back on their past
experiences. On occasion the subjects are taken back to specific
locations where incidents occurred and take the viewer through those
moments.
The main protagonist in the Weather Underground is a collective, not an
individual. The viewer follows the story through a series of characters as
they fighting together for the same political objectives.
A retelling the story of the 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy incorporating the
role of ASIO would seek to adopt similar techniques and capture the
same spirit. It would be observational in approach, seek out the ‘truth’
through close scrutiny of the facts. It would frame the main protagonist as
a group seeking a political outcome. It would also contain messages
relevant to a contemporary audience about engagement with between
Indigenous and non-Australians, and the dangers of allowing secretive
agencies like ASIO to act without accountability.
An early pilot of how the feature film would look can be found in the
accompanying short film - 1972.
8.5 1972
The short film – or pilot - 1972 is a snapshot view of recollections of
moments from the Aboriginal Tent Embassy. It’s predominantly presenting
the perspective of Jack Waterford. Waterford was a student activist
directly involved in the 1972 Tent Embassy campaign as a supporter and
witness. He is now a senior newspaper editor in Canberra.
At the start of the short, Jack Waterford is filmed on a hand held camera
walking across the lawns of the Old Parliament House. The camera moves
with the walking subject.
In the lead up to the opening interview with Waterford, a number of setup shots of Canberra create a visual reference of where the events
occurred in 1972. Despite the passing of time, in 2008 there are still
Aboriginal activists camping out at the same site, living a very basic
existence in the middle of an orderly, wealthy capital city.
Mr Waterford is recalling his experiences of hanging out with the land
rights campaigners. He shares some of his background of growing up in
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country New South Wales where a number of the Aboriginal activists he
associated with at the Embassy also came from. Tent Embassy founder
Michael Anderson appears briefly to explain the origins of the embassy.
When Waterford turns to the subject of ASIO surveillance, a mug shot of a
young Waterford as a longhaired student activist appears. This
demonstrated he was arrested for his involvement in political campaigns.
Another brief interview features spy-watcher and academic David
McKnight. This serves to further emphasise the role that underhand tactics
and ideological agendas played in the campaign against the Embassy.
Jack Waterford talks about getting the international media onside to
embarrass the Australian government over the Aboriginal delegation to
China. He also discusses the bloody clashes between protestors and
police as the latter acted on orders from the government to tear the tents
down. A series of black and white archival scenes show police marching
on protestors. The spontaneous eruption of violence results in injured
protestors being carried away.
At the end of the film, Waterford verbally paints a picture of a near-death
clash he witnessed, between a (white) student and a “coppa”. As he
talks to the camera, in an extraordinary coincidence a thunderstorm starts
to rumble in the background signaling an impending shower. The sky
above turns a darker shade as he points to the ground where the blood
would have been spilt. High-pitched background music track extends the
feeling of tension as the shot ends and credits roll.
The short film aims to capture Waterford’s experience as the central
experience around which other memories are constructed. Archival
photographs and footage provide a visual reference to add to
Waterford’s central narrative. His commentary provides the structure
around which the images are compiled.
‘1972’ is a short film pilot, an experiment to work towards a feature
documentary. The stories are in first person to capture their authenticity. A
proposed longer documentary film on the topic would use other
characters like Waterford to anchor new sections of the film based on
their experiences, recollections and reactions.
The main theme is the struggle by a small representative group as it
confronts the power of a national government largely unsympathetic to
their cause. The activists act on little more than their personal convictions.
Food is gathered any way possible. Money is donated by passing tourists
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and student households become dormitories where people can sleep
and wash before returning to the protest.
The short - like the proposed feature - seeks to capture the struggle
between the protest movement as protagonist and the government as
antagonist. It’s a universal theme common to colonised countries with
historically exploited Indigenous populations.
8.6 Sound in film
The sense of mounting anticipation in the short film is highlighted by an
increasingly audible, slightly off-pitch soundscape playing in the
background. This supplements the narrative of Jack Waterford. Other
occasional background location sounds further build on the aural
experience.
Musician and sound producer Martin Love spoke about scoring films at
the University of Wollongong’s Creative Arts Postgraduate week in 2009.
Love demonstrated his point about the use of soundtracks in film using the
blockbuster Titanic as an example. My recollection of the talk is that he
said the film’s huge budget failed to allocate enough funds for music
composition. The result was a highly accomplished film dogged by a poor
quality score that wouldn’t stand on its own as a composed musical work.
Love explained that often when he is asked to compose music for a film,
the director would often have another sound track or piece of music in
mind. The music composer’s role is then to devise a sound score similar to
the director’s favored music, but different enough to make it ‘original’.
The commissioned ‘new’ music will provide the film’s owners with full
copyright.
Martin Love’s talk prompted me to think more about using original
composed music evocative of the mood of the film. I decided to use
music composed by University of Wollongong post-graduate student and
tutor Terumi Narushima. One of her music compositions was featured in a
program on Radio National’s All in the Mind, called Panic! It looked at the
history of panic taking in the “collective paranoia of Cold War hysteria”.
The music evoked in me some of the responses I was looking for.
I then came across another a piece by the same composer called Taste
Your Own Poison ll (2007). I wasn’t aware of the background to the
composition when I decided to use it. Terumi Narushima describes the
process behind composition as follows:
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Taste Your Own Poison is a microtonal work for two clarinets and
pre-recorded electronics. The computer part was constructed using
a map of the world which was divided into an 18 x 18 grid. Each
box in the grid is assigned a fraction (e.g. 1/1, 3/2, 4/5, etc) which is
then used as a tuning ratio in just intonation to generate pitch.
Throughout the piece various countries are represented in sound as
a conglomeration of pitches taken from the world map grid. Two
clarinets interact with the resulting harmonies to produce beating
effects and difference tones, sometimes playing with the electronic
part, sometimes playing against it. (Narushima, 2010)
The origins of Taste Your Own Poison ll lie in Narushima’s response to the
annual memorial service to the victims of 9/11. It was inspired by the
anniversary to the 2001 Twin Towers attack when those who lost their lives
on American soil are remembered. According to the composer, “the long
list of names read out each year … makes me wonder just how long the
list of names would be of people killed as a result of U.S. interventions on
foreign soil” (ibid).
This explanation of the ideas behind to work fits with the themes of my
short film. Both deal with challenges to dominate views about how power
is exercised on behalf of those in power to the exclusion of others. The
significant link is the exclusion of those from a differing racial or cultural
background to those exercising political power.
8.7 Making a documentary feature
A full -length documentary film of approximately 52 minutes would feature
Jack Waterford as one of multiple characters telling their anecdotes
about the Tent Embassy. Each story would be separate in time, running in
chronological order, yet overlapping in themes.
Those participating in the Tent Embassy campaign came from all walks of
life – from urban, regional, and outback locations. They were Indigenous
and non-Indigenous. There were the underemployed, students,
academics, politicians, domestic workers and trade unionists. As far as
possible a diversity of participants would be represented in the film.
Chicka Dixon’s story would be another of the original participants to
reflect on the events of 1972. Some of his recollections have been
discussed throughout this dissertation. His interview from 2007 used as the
basis for the radio program Chicka Dixon and the Tent Embassy (2008)

114
could be shortened for use in combination with a mixture of elements
including archival film, photography, sound composition and radio. In the
case of Chicka Dixon, the story of the Embassy would be explained as an
integral part of his life as an activist in keeping with his philosophy that to
be born Black is to be born into a life of political struggle.
A third possible subject to base a section of the film around is selfdescribed ‘Green Valley housewife’ Pat Eatock. Her story is one of selftransformation. As she becomes increasingly involved in campaigns for
Aboriginal rights she identifies more strongly as an Aboriginal person and
breaks away from a role previously defined by domesticity. Pat Eatock
gives a graphic first-hand account of learning about the ordinance
passed by the government to allow removal of the Tent Embassy, then her
role in alerting others.
The various stories of identified participants would overlap, enabling
certain central incidents to be experienced from multiple perspectives.
The individual segments would be told in first person to lend the film
greater authenticity. This is in keeping with the observational documentary
style.
The drama flows from the personalised responses to particular situations.
For example Jack Waterford’s account of witnessing a violent clash
between the police and a protestor that would have proved fatal had he
not intervened. Pat Eatock gives an eye-raising account of being
trampled underneath a mound of human protestors. She fears she will
suffocate and die, then manages to bite onto the back of a person’s leg
to escape.
The theme throughout is one of activists campaigning for recognition of
Aboriginal Rights. The government as antagonist seeks to take the oxygen
out of the growing bonfire of discontent. Apart from enacting
retrospective legislation to outlaw the encampment, the documentary
would also seek to explore the murkier aspects of government
involvement in surveillance of activists and their organisations.
An important fact now able to be researched via the release of
government records is ASIO involvement in monitoring the activities of the
Embassy activists. Interviews with David McKnight and Darce Cassidy deal
with this subject area but may prove insufficient on their own. The film
would be strengthened by the inclusion of an ex-ASIO officer or
government insider to provide a personalised account of their
involvement. This is part of the development work still required.
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Another part of the film that requires more research involves
documentation of available archival footage. In the case of the ABC, the
ability to access their archival footage is linked to the network’s
commitment the film project. Without a pre-sale or development
agreement access to the ABC archives is largely closed, even to an ABC
employee like myself.
While considerable work is underway on the proposed documentary film,
it would benefit from further original footage and development work in
the areas outlined above. It also requires institutional support by way of
funding for development.
8.8 Selling the vision
Part of any low budget filmmaking inevitably involves work not directly
related to the creative process. Essentials such as fundraising and
marketing can determine if a film is to be made at all, and whether the
completed film is able to reach its intended audience.
The ABC and SBS are the most likely options to back a film project about
the Aboriginal Tent Embassy. Attracting interest or a commitment from
either broadcaster to develop the film would in turn lead to funding
opportunities from funding agencies like Screen Australian and the NSW
Film and Television Office.
My intention to pitch my film to both ABC and SBS was realised when I
booked individual consultations at the 2009 SPAA Fringe event in Sydney. I
booked the sessions to pitch my documentary proposal directly to those
with the ability make it happen.
When the moment arrived, I had to employ my pitching skills for the first
time. I took along to the meetings my one page summary document as
instructed, plus a five-page treatment.
The first meeting with Executive Producer – Factual at SBS, John Godfrey
was brief. He politely listened to my pitch then told me that SBS had
recently started production on a series covering similar subject matter. It
was a four part series of documentaries titled: ‘Persons of Interest: The
ASIO Files’. Two of the people in the SBS series were people I had
interviewed for my own documentary.
The second meeting with Alan Erson, Commissioning Editor
Documentaries, ABC TV went for longer. We discussed the ABC’s recent
commissioning of ‘Embassy Days’ broadcast on ABC TVs Message Stick

116
program. I pitched my new angle looking at ASIO involvement and the
Tent Embassy delegation to China to differentiate my proposal from
‘Embassy Days’. It would be ready in time for the 40th anniversary of the
Tent Embassy in 2012, I argued.
Mr Erson politely took my one page pitch and five page short treatment
documents, promising to get back to me. I received an email a couple of
weeks later thanking me for submitting my proposal to the ABC TV
Documentaries Department. Then a few weeks later came the rejection
letter.
Whilst we agree that the history surrounding the Tent Embassy in
Canberra is profoundly significant, I am afraid we are aren’t able to
take your proposal any further because the ABC commissioned and
broadcast (as both a one hour and as a 2 x half hour program)
EMBASSY DAYS last year (2008). It is hard to justify a second
commission at this point in time which covers much the same period
and would necessarily duplicate content (Robins, P. 2009).
The likelihood of receiving funding from other sources is slim, but not
impossible.
In another session at SPAA Fringe I had the wonderful experience of sitting
down with a small group to discuss the making of the film Sampson and
Delilah with its producer, the inspirational Kath Shelper. Some believe this
film was the best production to come out of Australia in 2009. The
originality of vision of director Warwick Thorton is now proven by the film’s
worldwide success.
Kath Shelper made encouraging comments about sticking to the
filmmaker’s intention regardless of outside advice. She worked with
Warwick Thornton to minimise the number of crew and outsiders working
on the set by doubling up on a number of production roles. Shelper
explained how the creative team turned down invitations to attend
various development workshops, instead seeing this only as a distraction.
The position taken by SBS and ABC means I will have to self-fund the film,
look for support from other sources. In the meantime I continue to work on
the short film pilot 1972 to help clarify the direction I intend to take.
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion
Cameron was, you know, more or less in his prime when this
happened to him – when he lost his life. He was still a young man,
and he had a lot to look forward to. He was especially proud of his
son Eric – he meant the world to Cameron. He was a proud father,
and to watch his son grow and to be there when Eric became a
man was something Cameron always talked about, but that’s
never going to happen now.
(Tracey Twaddle speaking at the inquest into her partner Mulrunji
Doomadgee, quoted in Hooper 2008, p.183)
Certain political events undoubtedly influence on the way Indigenous
Australians are treated. A recent event with a positive outcome was the
Australian Parliament’s bi-partisan apology to the Stolen Generations in
February 2008. Examples of moving in the opposite direction include the
damning handling of Mulrunji Doomadgee’s death in custody on Palm
Island and the regressive nature of most aspects of the Northern Territory
Emergency Intervention.
The positive examples should be seen as a starting point for generating a
greater coming together of Indigenous and non-Indigenous histories. This
is not to deny past and present injustices, but to recognise the need to
create meaningful building blocks for the future.
In this context the 1972 Aboriginal Tent Embassy should be given the full
historical analysis it deserves. The Tent Embassy was a transition point in
the same category as the Freedom Rides, the Wave Hill Walk Out, the
1967 Referendum, the 1988 Bicentenary protests, Mabo and Wik.
The ‘embassy’ lacked formal status, yet acted to give representation to a
people denied the full citizenship rights supposedly granted in the 1967
referendum. The Aboriginal Embassy emulated the other foreign
embassies, treating Indigenous Australians as a separate entity requiring
their own independent representation. The spokesmen and women, or
‘ministers’ as they were referred to, became authoritative sources of
opinion.
One of the reasons for the Tent Embassy’s historical significance is its
contribution to the emergence of independent Indigenous media in
Australia. The campaign for land rights and self-determination being
fought on the lawns of the parliament throughout much of 1972 used the
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media in new ways to gain public recognition. Aboriginal activists from
communities across the nation were able to tell their stories due to the
emergence of community run newspapers and magazines. Tent Embassy
organisers with an understanding of the power of the media helped
shape protest events to attract favourable media coverage. Techniques
employed were both diverse and innovative – theatre, public rallies,
interventions at parliament, media conferences, lobbying foreign
governments and finally a delegation to China.
At the helm of the new Aboriginal movement stood leaders with a clear
understanding of how to use the news media to their advantage. Charles
‘Chicka’ Dixon, John Newfong and Roberta Sykes are singled out in this
thesis for their leadership roles, as are numerous others. The stories they
would generate almost on a daily basis were widely reported.
Today’s small but highly successful Indigenous media industry can be
attributed in part to the Aboriginal Tent Embassy with its pioneering media
strategies. The public protest ‘module’ developed around the Tent
Embassy campaign of 1972 remains to this day a model of how to build
recognition through the media to achieve community-driven political
change.
Indigenous media should be seen as a two way process, generating
counter-hegemonic ideas to challenge dominant mainstream ideas and
assumptions. Secondly, to exist in the mainstream to embrace and
celebrate Indigenous generated content. Both these paths – alternative
and mainstream - can be trodden via multiple mediums in film, television,
radio and online.
The Tent Embassy succeeded despite the best efforts of powerful
authorities to shut it down. The Attorney General Ivor Greenwood along
with the Minister for the Arts, Environment and Aboriginal Affairs Peter
Howson, and the Interior Minister Ralph Hunt, ran obstructionist campaigns
aimed at stymieing the movement. Ivor Greenwood in particular had a
close relationship with ASIO as it carried out covert surveillance operations
of Tent Embassy campaigners. The extent to which he orchestrated these
campaigns remains unclear.
Little attention has been given to the McMahon Government’s
involvement in bringing the Embassy campaign to an end with assistance
from the intelligence agencies, ASIO and ASIS, and the Federal Police. The
ABC TV program TimeFrame (1977) and the writings of Sydney academic
David McKnight have drawn attention to secretive interventions in the
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Aboriginal movement by shadowy government figures. Beyond this there
is little detailed investigation of the techniques involved.
This dissertation reveals that throughout the 1960’s, 70’s and 80’s ASIO was
used as a weapon in the ideological battle over the Aboriginal
movement. It gathered information used to justify the continued distrust
and in some cases utter contempt for Indigenous Australians.
Hundreds of pages of government files contain media clippings,
intelligence data and surveillance photos documenting movements and
affiliations of Australians of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
background.
In researching the topic of the Tent Embassy I have gathered first hand
accounts of events from participants in an approach known in academic
terms as ‘participatory action research’. This pragmatic gathering of
information has enabled me to engage with Aboriginal activists and to
take their ideas onboard to uncover new facts about the Tent Embassy’s
role.
The Aboriginal Tent Embassy as a protest event should serve as a reminder
of the consequences of governing to the majority at the exclusion of socalled ‘minorities’. The McMahon Government paid dearly for it’s
mishandling of many issues including it’s outdated approach to Aboriginal
issues.
1972 saw the nation vote in a progressive Labor government after 23 years
of conservative coalition governments. This brought great hope for a new
direction in Aboriginal policy under Gough Whitlam. A similar elation was
felt with the recognition given to the First Australians in the early days of
the Rudd Government. But nearing the end of Mr Rudd’s first term this
enthusiasm is quickly fading. Aboriginal issues are currently nowhere near
the top of the political agenda.
George Orwell once said: “Progress is not an illusion, it happens, but it is
slow and invariably disappointing”. One can only hope that the slow rate
of progress in addressing Indigenous injustice in Australia will speed up.
One way to aid that transition is through the greater deployment of
media resources to access and reveal the truth in compelling ways.
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Appendix D:
CHICKA DICKSON INTERVIEW
On September 11 2007, or 9/11 as the Americans call it, David Blackall,
Garry Jones and myself travelled to the home of Chicka Dixon in La
Perouse in Sydney to interview him. Despite his declining health, Chicka’s
sharp wit and soaring intelligence were in full swing. Sometimes I felt he
was conducting the interview not me, but that was fine as he seemed to
know where I wanted to steer the conversation.
------------------CD: We lived most of our life at Wreck Bay, because my mother's sister
married one of the Bloxams there. So we used to go live there
(temporarily). We'd go from Wallaga when the pea picking was on, then
come up to Wreck. We was only young kids. All of us, nine of us. But those
were good days. Then you go back to government rations, three months
in the paddocks then back to begging the manager for extra rations.
Fuckin’ terrible situation it was. That’s the way we lived. And I never forgive
‘em for that. Ever.
See the DVD* I talk about the Reconciliation Committee. I said I will never
ever forgive Whitie for introducing weapons of mass destruction – which
included syphilis, gonorrhea and numerous other diseases Aboriginals still
suffer. I am not going to forgive for that.
NM:. Can we go back to the Black Caucus and the meetings of the Black
Caucus. It would have been in late 1971 and January 1972 before Billy
McMahon’s Australia Day speech. What was discussed at those
meetings? What were you trying to do?
CD: We we're planning political protest. The exercise was to lobby for the
betterment of our people. You see if you look at Aboriginal history in the
in the political arena everything started in Sydney. Medical service, legal
service, breakfast program, Aboriginal scholarships, all come from Sydney.
And the reason that was, we had quick access to Canberra. That's the
reason why the caucus made decisions. We've got to protest on XYZ,
we've gonna street march. As we street marched we were organised: you
will talk to the press, you will talk, no you won't talk to the press. We
stipulated who was to do the articulation. To sell them the product, so we
were really organised. We never done nothin' unless we had a decided
result on what we would do amongst the Caucus.
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NM: The name ‘Caucus’ was like a Black Parliament. Was that the idea
behind it?
CD: Yes. It was a black group of people that were going to do the
struggle. In all races of people that are struggling for emancipation you
get what I call a hard core. You can't make politicos. My brother at
Wreck Bay mission, he wasn't concerned about politics, he was
concerned about the next loaf of bread. And most blacks were that
way. Fortunately I spent ten years on the waterfront. That's where I learnt
my politics. I learnt the struggle. I never became a raving Maoist. I
suppose I became a little pink. Nevertheless it was an exercise in learning.
I was so gullible when I went to the Sydney waterfront and they taught me
to struggle. You understand?
NM: You mentioned that it happened in Sydney. Now in that year the
Aboriginal Medical Service was set up, the legal service was set up, there
was a breakfast program. Why did all those things happen in that year?
That seemed to be the year it all took off?
CD: Well 1969 I raised finance and sent five blacks – it’s all on the DVD –
and sent five blacks to the UN to put our case up. We wanted to
embarrass the Australian Government. I couldn't go into America
because I had a criminal record. So there was five of our people went in.
Where I made the mistake, I raised the money from the Sydney waterfront
and the Painters and Dockers Union in Melbourne.
There was a big black meeting on of all black people from around the
world, in New York. So when they went to go in and talk about the infant
mortality rate and leprosy in this country and various other diseases in this
country that we were suffering from, they didn’t get a voice. What I didn't
realise is that they wouldn't let you in without a voice. We never had
speaking rights. The Australian Government wouldn't let them in through
their speaking rights to cook the Australian Government, so it was a bit of
a fizzer. After three weeks four of them came home. Solly Bellear stayed.
He was 19 at the time. The politicos criticised me for sending him, but he
had this (points to brain) He had brilliance about him.
So when they came home he stayed in America and when his visa ran
out the Black Panther Party moved him around for a year. And he
watched what they were doing, setting up medical services, legal
services, and when he came home he gave us all the ideas. You
understand. He planted the seed. This is what they are doing in the States,
they would take over empty places and arm themselves with guns. We're
going to set up a medical service here and if you come in and we'll blow

146
your head off. So they started bringing in roughs. Once we started to get
the programs going, right, it turned from racists and terrorists to Black
Power.
We were talking about Black Power, but we weren't talking about black
violence, we were talking about the power to control our own destiny.
And it became government policy. It was called self-management, but
the government changed it to self-determination.
NM: So when you had that experience of going to the States and not
being allowed into the UN because you didn’t have representation from
the Australian Government, did that influence then the idea of setting up
an Embassy to say….
CD: No no no. That never happened till bloody '72, we're talking about
‘69. So in ‘70 Professor Hal Wooton from the University of NSW, he called a
meeting, and there was about ten of us. And we formed the legal service.
The next year Fred Hollows. It’s on the DVD. You'll understand a lot when
you see the DVD. It’s a complete history of the political struggle seen
through my eyes from 1946. There's a time line that's inside the document.
What I'm trying to say to you is, Fred Hollows came to me and my lady. We
lost her in 1993. Fred didn't ask ya, Fred told ya "You're comin' to a meetin".
That's how he spoke. Went over to Redfern, little church on the corner
there . There was me, Elsa my lady, Shirley Smith, Gordon Briscoe, Gordon
Nelson, Fay Nelson, and two Catholic nuns. Sister Ignatius, she was 80
something, and sister Margaret. Shirley Smith and Fred were mad
Catholics, they started having a row. “Fuck you prof”, Shirley Smith said.
And Fred said, “Fuck you too Shirley Smith”, and I got embarrassed
because there were two nuns sitting there and I put my head down and
old Sister Ignatius said: "Don't worry Chicka, we know Fred and Shirley",
and Fred said: "Say a few hail Marys for me then sister".
So he said tomorrow morning, at number one Botany Road, a little shop
frontage, we are going to open the first medical service. Shirley Smith is
going to be the field officer. The doctor, McLeod his name was, rode a
pushbike, had a big beard and smoked yandi. He was all right. He
(Hollows) said I'm going to pay for his wages, Shirley Smith's wages, the
sister’s wages, and rent for six months out of my own pocket. You, you
bastard, he said to me, you’d lobby to keep it going. And that's how it
happened. Then it mushroomed all around Australia.
Nothing succeeds like success,. I’ll be talking to them over in Adelaide in a
few weeks’ time. We set one up over there. Gary Foley and me had to go
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around Australia setting the bloody things up. That was our job, you
understand? So I'm just giving you a little bit of background history here.
I lobbed up at Canberra on a Friday, because I was a wharf, by that time
this old lady had given the four of them a big blue tent, she got sorry for
them. So when I lobbed down the Friday afternoon, I got the bus up,
there was eight resident, there was eight permanent men there by now,
the four I mentioned, plus John Newfong, plus Ambrose Golden Brown,
plus Brian - I can't think of his other name - and Gary Foley. So they
became eight permanent residents.
NM: So you weren’t a permanent resident?
CD: No I came up every Friday. There is a reason for all this. I am trying to
explain to you. Caucus decided there were eight people to feed. They
had to eat, couldn't eat the grass. So what we did, we decided, me and
John Newfong would raise funds. We set up a fund, a slush fund, so what
me and Newfong did, and I was fortunate because the wharfie's union
put me on day work only, so I could do meetings at nighttime. So we
wrote stereotype letters to Rotary, Lions and Apex as their guest speaker
and we would solicit funds there to feed the troops. So me and John
Newfong we were the two to solicit funds to feed to mob.
So they stayed there till the 20th of July when they introduced the
legislation. See when I got there on the Friday the Member for Canberra
was a fella called Keppel Enderby, who later went to the High Court. So I
said to Keppel Enderby, what happening? What the hell's happening?
They haven't moved them. He said you found a gap in their law, they
can't move ya unless they introduce legislation. So we put up eight tents
then. And I became the Minister for Defence and we gave ourselves
portfolios. We painted the gutter: "No Parking. Aboriginal Embassy Staff
Only". Then we introduced the flag. Not the one we've got now - the
original one. That's over with Charlie Perkin's wife.
On the 20th when they introduced the legislation there was about sixteen
of us there. It was a Thursday. So the coppers come in, ripped the tent
down, arrested a few. On the 23rd we put it up again. There was about
60 odd. People exaggerate the numbers. Around 60 odd. That was the
most violent demonstration I've ever been in.
All these police came down, the 'storm troopers' and there were into us,
god almighty. Threw a little girl up then kicked her in the spine. It’s all in
Ningla A Na (the movie) the one I took to China. So on the 30th we put
her up, over a thousand of us. We marched across the bridge there. We
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had our caucus meeting the night before and we decided to fight them,
we decided to fight the coppers. That was our intention. So we armed
ourselves with little bondy sticks. We were going to give it to the bastards.
Then I leaked it, purposefully. And then they backed off us. So we had a
moral victory.
Four weeks later silly Willy McMahon set up his advisory committee, 14
Uncle Toms. He refused us a voice. Isn't it strange they have just set up the
same thing. After they wiped out ATSIC they set up 40 Aboriginal advisors,
they call them NICs (National Indigenous Council). The press came and
interviewed me. What do you think of NICs? I said remove the N and put
a PR in its place. It took a while to register. They said we can't print that,
and I said you asked me what I think of them. The only claim to fame, the
Chair Scott she was a magistrate in Perth jailing Aboriginal kids, that was
her role, so I haven't got much time for them. You understand?
I put a lot of blacks offside, even talking about the kiss and make up tribe,
the Reconciliation mob, I came out against them.
NM: If we can jumping back to July 30, I heard that you played a role in
trying to, you described it a bit there, but there was potential for it to be
extremely violent and as you said initially it was going to be a violent
confrontation.
CD: You had better believe it.
NM: So was it you that made that strategic decision to change that...?
CD: No. At the meeting the night before I said lets not be like them, lets
not lower ourselves, you understand. We'll attack them with little sticks. It
was like a play act. I wanted the coppas to know what was going on so I
leaked it, purposefully. Because the eyes of the world, I should have let
them go ahead, cause the eyes of the world were on them. You see,
within three month, we were getting letters from all over the world Aboriginal Tent Embassy, Somewhere in Australia. So we were reaching,
and the best outcome was going to China, because Australia was in the
process of recognising China.
The Government changed stance while we were in China. Whitlam came
into power. And the spin-off was Whitlam said to me in ‘73, I'm going to do
a catch up exercise for you, you are that far behind in HHEE, Housing
Health Employment Education, and he channeled heaps of funds into our
programs, we didn't have to go piecemeal, cap in hand all the time. I will
always be grateful to Whitlam. So that was the spin off to the question
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you asked.
NM: When Whitlam came along, I believe it was the 8th of February, he
visited the tent embassy, and that's when he came out, and there was a
five-point plan, I think he endorsed three of the five points. Was that a
turning point for bringing Labor on side and was that what helped bring
about the end result we saw when Whitlam came into power?
CD: Well yes, of course, dare to struggle, dare to win. Whitlam said years
later I appreciate what you done with the Tent Embassy, you assisted us.
Especially going into China, taking (the film) Ningla A Na, it was shown all
over the place. I got it into the Great Hall of the People. Six thousand
Chinese there, I spoke about the infant mortality rate, I spoke about the
Black War in the 1840s in Tasmania. I talked about the prevalence of
leprosy in the Kimberley’s, proportion per head of population one of the
highest in the world.
So I exposed all this bullshit that was going on in this country and that was
the exercise. I went to China to unload Australia. I tried to tell the young
politicos at the time, forget about street struggle, it’s finished, it’s old hat,
forget about it. You've got to aim for international embarrassment. What
Whitie can't cop in this country is embarrassment from overseas. We've
got to play on that.
NM: On the day Whitlam came to visit the tent embassy in the full glare of
the media, and gave a media conference afterward. That must have
helped the cause?
CD: Mick Young was a personal friend of mine. He was my greatest lobby
Mick Young, sorry to lose him. He dropped a whisper among the ranks, if
they don't come on side I'm going to go into the arena and brand them
pseudo socialists. That's the words I used. So it filtered through, it filtered
through. Another one of the politicians, she's there in the photo giving
me a degree, Susanne Ryan, she was one of my runners. I didn't have to
leave Darlinghurst. I would ring up and say, “run with this one Mick, chase
this up for me”. "Ah you're only using me up". “Well you've been using us
up for 200 years, come on now”. So it worked, you understand.
You see they couldn't ignore me because I was a wharfie of ten years,
and involved in the Vietnam War, Greek political prisoners, South African
cargo, and women’s electoral lobby. I was involved in everything that I
considered involved fighting for people who were oppressed. If you want
to fight oppression, we are not the only ones, see I'm fortunate, I've been
all over the world, never paid for one trip. I took the first group of Blacks
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into Lagos Nigeria, first group of Blacks into China, I've been in the United
States six times, seven times in Canada. I spent time in Rome, I spent time
in Athens, and I got thrown out of the Vatican because I demanded the
return of our arts from the Vatican. The biggest collection of Aboriginal Art
is there. And they pelted me out with police in funny uniforms, they
virtually threw me out the door. I demanded it. You ought to have heard
me, I don't know if they understood my English.
NM: What was it like, the day-to-day living at the Embassy, in terms of
getting the message across. I know John Newfong get used to liaise with
parliamentarians, etc.
CD: The exercise was to expose our predicament in this country. It’s like
when I went to the United States, when I went to Harlem they didn't even
know there were blacks in this country! Because nobody had ever been
there to tell them.
NM: So how did you do that?
CD: Well Johnson’s publications. I did a story for Johnson's publications
when I came out of Harlem. I spent three weeks in Harlem studying
alcoholic rehabilitation. I'm a 48 year old recovered alcoholic, so Whitlam
in 1975 sent me overseas to study alcoholic rehabilitation, I spend three
months in the States and two months up in Canada I lived with the Navajo
in New Mexico (and other tribes) for three months, and studied the
alcoholic programs within the reservations. I said to Whitlam I can't go
over to the States, he offered to send me over to study, because I've got
a criminal record. "We'll fix that he said", so he gave me an official
passport, it opened every door for me. Big car waiting, calling me 'Sir'. No
wait at customs, "No this way Sir", so you see I learnt a lot from that and
came home and set up alcoholic programs.
NM: I'm interested in the relationship between the tent embassy and the
media?
CD: Well we had Willesee on side then. Willesee was a key bloke then. He
was on TDT I think it was called, ‘This Day Tonight’. And then we had his
sister there living there with us, Geraldine, Jellybean, she was at the Tent
Embassy with us. Right? And old Senator Willesee over in Perth. He said to
me, y'know, Geraldine shouldn't be there, and I said, she's got the
courage of her convictions. He was trying to get me to get her off the
think we done it pretty effectively. I told you we got messages from
overseas, information, and Newfong made sure he fed it. He was a
brilliant journalist Newfong, he let his arse rule his life. I'm talking about the
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way he was, you understand, but brilliant. Ooh he was the best politico
I've ever met.
NM: When you look back on and you see the film the film Ningla A Na,
and some of the confrontations with the police. When you look at the
footage that tends to be the thing the media focuses on, then all the time
then must have been Newfong writing articles or giving quotes to the Age
or the Canberra Times or the Australian….
CD: Yeh he was brilliant…
NM: So what was involved in doing that?
CD: Look. The press were very good to us, they picked up every little thing
that we wanted to express. We were fortunate, OK, at that time.
Canberra fell in line behind us. I put a joke in the Canberra Times, visit the
Tent Embassy, picnic in the park. Bring along a basket, and one for your
host. And they all turned up, so I ran a raffle, I thought we'd better pull a
bit off them while they are here. So I said a night out with John Newfong is
first prize. Second prize, two nights with John Newfong. Y'know, I
clowned it up, and it went over real well. All I'm saying is, the generosity of
the people in Canberra I will always be grateful to them.
There's a Chinese place there. Thursday nights they would come over
with a big silver platter of Chinese food for the troops. So they really
looked after us. And we had strict guidelines, no grog and no booze. We
stuck to it. I went over there last year and Bobby Hudson said come on
over to the Tent Embassy and I was that embarrassed…(edited out)
See the Tent Embassy served a good purpose.
NM: You were the older statesman. You pulled them into line. A lot of
them were younger than you.
CD They were all younger than me. I was the oldest there.
NM: How did you feel about that?
CD: The interesting side is they listened to me, that was the interesting side.
Foley and all the real radical bastards. Look in all struggle I tried to explain
to them, you need two lines, you need a militant line and a conservative
line. Now what the government does, they make all the noise, jump up
and down, carry on, they (the government) won't deal with them
because they don't want to lose face, but they get the crumbs. So you
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need the two lines. This is what I drilled in their heads. I was teaching
them politics, in a manner, you understand. I'm saying it was really
organised. I'm surprised how regimented they became.
I said: (puts on quasi authoritative voice) "First of all, if you want to
organise other people, the first thing you have got to learn is to organise
yourself, it won't work otherwise". They used to repeat that. And it was a
good political struggle.
NM: So you put some of that in place. But other people like Pat Eatock
were involved?
CD: Yeh Patty was good. She suggested we gag ourselves, when they
refused us a voice. So we got some sticky tape and (laughing and
coughing)
NM: And there was theatre as well, so you were entertaining people?
A Yes you had Black Theatre in those days, ‘71 Bob Maza and his mob.
They did a few street performances and so on, it was all to tell a story, how
we were discriminated against, that was the exercise, and I think we done
a fair sort of a job on it, because it opened our struggle up to the world,
that's the point I'm trying to pick up.
NM: Do you think the Tent Embassy achieved the most in terms of bringing
about Land Rights?
CD: Yes no doubt in my mind.
NM: It was the decisive factor?
CD: Oh yes, it turned things around, completely.
NM: Because you had the Gurindji walkout, Gove Peninsula, and other
issues over land rights in the lead up to it.
CD: It was opened up to the world. The word embarrassment has to enter
the circle, because that was the intention. And when I spoke in Peking to
all them people, there was nine of us Kooris. See the exercise was to
embarrass the government fully. The Government changed stance while
we were over there. When I stood up in the great hall of the people I had
four interpreters, and us nine Kooris were on the stage. I read a little bit
about Chairman Mao, cause I didn't know about him. And I read where
he said women hold up half the world. So I made sure I had four women
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and four men when I went into China. And one of the women was the
deputy leader, I did that purposefully, when in Rome do as the Romans
do. So I said, I'll try a bit of humour. I got up in the Great Hall of the
People and I said "Recently", and I speak rather rapidly and I watched our
four interpreters, they sort of couldn't keep up, so I got to the stage where
I would sort of one line it, nod, and then one line it and nod. So we got
into this nodding business.
"Recently" I said, "you've had a very very evil man visit you, evil man! his
name was Nixon". He went in three weeks before me. "But have no fear
you've got Dixon". It brought the joint down. So I presented them with
Ningla A Na, right. The ASIO mob grabbed Ningla A Na. They said what's
this, I said it’s a cultural film, so they gave it back. They tried all sorts of
things. Willy McMahon gave instructions to Qantas not to fly us, and they
refused to fly us, under an old act. That act is still there. No Aboriginal
group can leave Australia without special permission. It’s still there. It’s
never been repealed. New Zealand stepped in and flew us.
NM: Coming back to the Land Rights issue, what do you see now when
you look at the current intervention in the Northern Territory. Do think we
are getting back to the situation before 1972. Do you see some parallels
there?
CD:. What really worries me, I definitely wanted to wipe out the
paedophiles, I didn't want a situation where Aborigines lease their land,
history repeating itself. McMahon had the same policy. Now Kevin Dudd
is runnin’ around, what he’ll do to the IR Act. He’s boasting he's going to
repeal it, repeal it. Not one word! about the Aboriginal legislation in the
Territory, not one word. I'm afraid the Labor Party has become pseudo
socialists, that's my opinion. Not a bloody word. An interesting side to it,
not one of our leaders has challenged it. I'm saying you don't know who
the Liberals are these days, it’s a toss up. The worker’s party? Wouldn't
know the meaning of the word socialist.
NM: The Labor Party you have today is not like the one you had in 1972?
CD: Never, I just said it they are pseudo socialists. They've changed
saddles, they're on a different mount to the good old hard line Labor
Party. I've voted Labor all my life. I'll fuck the voting paper up this time.
NM: So you think its a land grab?
CD: Of course it is, of course. Not a mention about GST, remember they
were talking about rolling it back, they're not even nudging it, not a
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mention, more full of shit than a constipated elephant. That's my opinion
for what it’s worth. I get saddened by what's going on. Really. Here you
had Whitlam, fully behind us, and Keating, and Hawke. Hawke was the
first politician to invite Blacks to the Prime Minister's place up in Canberra
in '83, July '83.
NM: But Hawke didn't deliver a Treaty?
CD: No he didn't, but I believe he was intentioned, he was fully
intentioned. You see a lot of people blame politicians, they attack the
politicians, they're only a product of the system, they've got to follow the
policy. We had our first Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Gordon Bryant, he
wandered off the policy and they back benched him. He was bending
like it was going out of fashion. Lovely old fella, real strong for the working
class, not only that, he was a FCAATSI member for years. So he
understood where we were coming from. You see. Let’s use an example.
In West Australia last month or the month before, they got title to land,
great lump of land, then the State Government, the Labor Party
challenged it, in the court, along with the Liberals, and so who do we turn
to. You've got both parties, opposing the Land Rights. What's it all about?
NM: Does that say something about mainstream Australians? We're still
very much a racist country.
A Of course it does. Of course they are! The only reason we got the
referendum through is ‘cause we rode on the backs of the Vietnam War.
You understand. We would have never got it through now. Never ever.
We got a nine to one majority. Not only that, there was a huge revolution
going on, in the sixties. The youth were saying, there's an old man in
America can press a button and blow us off the face of the earth, and
there's another old dodger in Russia that can press a button and blow us
off the face of the earth. And you oldies done that to us, so you had
what they called a youth revolution. Not only in this country, all over the
bloody world. And we were fortunate, we rode in on that leading into the
referendum.
NM: Could the Tent Embassy have happened without the referendum?
CD: Yes. Yes. Kick a dog three times, watch him the fourth. You can only
take so much, I don't care who you are. Then you stand up to be
counted. OK. I remember, my poor lady there, Elsa, she said I'm sick of
bailing out, but then she thought, well somebody has gotta do it I
suppose. But that's the way it was.
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Old Commonwealth cop, a federal cop said, Jesus Chicka, don't you get
sick of protesting. I said, don't you get sick of pinching me. That was his
job, little banter going on there....sorry I wandered off the track.
NM: In general terms we have covered a lot of what I wanted to cover.
CD: Bear in mind I read the document there, I thought that’s his run, that’s
his thrust but I’ve got to wheel you a bit so I can fit in things that I think are
important. You understand. I’ve got a habit of doing this. OK. No matter
who comes here. I had a Black American women come here two weeks
ago. She wanted to learn about the struggle here. So I gave here one of
the DVDs, that’s my life since 1946 when I first went to a meeting
(changed of tape lost section … then leads into discussion about Black
Power)
NM: There was an implied threat of violence from the Black Panthers?
CD: Of course there was. They were called MASS, Black Power, Black
Terrorists, they put all these names on us, we started to call ourselves Black
and they didn't like that. You must expect that. Its like old Whitie for years
and years they called me Black Bastard. When I call meself Black, ooh we
don’t like that.
I just spent a couple of weeks in hospital, about four weeks ago. Anyway
this nurse is taking our particulars. The same old thing. I'm Aboriginal. (she
said) you don't look Aboriginal. I said lady if I’m not an Aboriginal I would
have to be the most misunderstood white person in this country. Next
question.
Insulting bastards, they never stand up and say to a Greek, you’re a halfcaste Greek, You’re a half-caste Maltese, you’re a half-caste Chinese.
These arseholes in this country, its always a plot to split us, that’s they way
they operate. The Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Bow, Brow, I call him Low,
it didn’t register for a while with a lot of people. He’s saying he's 36
percent Aboriginal, what a fuckin' thing to say. You’re either Aboriginal or
you’re not. What a stupid fuckin’ thing for a man to say. He’s tryin’ to
justify taking the troops in and I worry about those army blokes going in,
they're renowned for their association with the KKK, it’s all in the
papers...up around Townsville, with hoods on their faces and sheets on
their bodies. So that worries me a little bit too.
See in ‘74, a fellow called Adrian Parmeter, Whitlam brought him to
Australia to set up the Land Rights Act. Adrian Parmeter won the case for
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the Semilone Indians. Took eleven years and they got paid for the state of
Florida. Not millions of dollars, Billions of dollars went to that tribe. So
Whitlam's man Murphy met him in New York, and invited him and he
came and saw me in Darlinghurst. And he said I’ve got news for you. He
said I fought the case for the Semilone Indians and I won it.
And he said when I come over to set up Land Rights for Aboriginal people
similar to the Semilone Indians the first question he said he asked Whitlam
was who is your national Aboriginal Advisor? He said I haven't got one. He
replied well you haven't fuckin’ got me either. What Whitlam didn’t realise
and Murphy he grew up with Indians. He was adopted by fuckin’ Indians,
so he thought like an Indian.
He said to me do Aboriginals work in bad conditions here? And I said yes.
The Liberal Party of NSW sponsored a lot of Southern Crackers, red necks
from the southern states of America to work in the cotton industry in a
place called Wee Wah. He said I’m only going up for the weekend who
should I see. I told him who to see, who to link up with. So he came back
on the Monday and said I’ve got a bit of news for you.
He said the head of the cotton growers association is a superior member
of the Klux Klux Klan, well known and the rest of the members of the
Cotton Growers Association are members of the Klu Klux Klan. So that was
in ’74 and people don’t realise what’s going on.
And it’s a funny thing, I don’t get around as much because I’m not well,
I’ve got asbestosis of the lungs, I’ve been 26 times in hospital in hospital in
the last nine years draining me lungs out. There’s no cure, so I’m not as
active. I can’t get around. I lose me breath quickly and I’ve got that
machine I get on. I'd like to be more active, but I know you’ve got to
realise your limits. And at my age I smell the roses now. OK. I advise on
request. That’s me tribal name now, Chicka advise on request
*This is a reference to a DVD made by the University of Technology
Sydney, comprising of a lecture and an interview about his life
achievements.

